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"Sometimes life is like a video game. When things get harder, and the obstacles get tougher, it just means you leveled up." – Lilah Pace
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Chapter One


“Wake up...” a voice whispered softly.

My eyes were open but all I could see was a soft white light. Nothing else. There was no sense of depth. I couldn’t move.

“Awaken... the game beckons again,” the voice whispered.

I tried blinking my eyes, but nothing happened. Was I dreaming, I wondered?

“Wake up, my servant,” the voice said, clearly this time.

I tried to speak. Nothing.

“It’s time to play again...” the voice grew soft again.

I noticed small shapes forming in front of my vision. There were six of them. Six symbols. Each was a diamond shape containing another shape within it. One shape looked like a flame. Another was a snowflake. The third was a tree. The fourth was a jagged lightning bolt.

The symbols faded away before I could make out the final two. As the symbols faded away, the light melted into darkness. I heard the voice laughing softly. I felt dizzy. Then I felt a burning sensation. Then nothing.
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I woke up again in darkness. I blinked my eyes, but I couldn’t see anything. I realized I was breathing. I realized that in that white place, I had not been breathing. The air was warm and stale smelling.

I was laying down on something. My palms were resting on a smooth, cool surface. I could feel the same smooth material under my feet. I realized that my body was leaning up at an angle.

I lifted my hands up and they struck something a few inches in front of me. I felt around. There were walls a few inches to either side of me and above my head as well. I must be inside some kind of box, I thought.

The only sound I heard was the sound of my own breathing. In the stillness, I could feel my heart beating. I was alive, but where was I? I reached my hands up again and pressed my palms against the surface. I pushed, but nothing moved.

I felt around, looking for some kind of handle or latch. The inside of the box was smooth and bare. Where the walls touched the surface that I was leaning against, the corners were curved, as if the space had been carved out of a solid block.

Where the surface in front of me met the walls, my fingers felt a thin crevice. The part in front of me had to be some kind of door or lid. I hoped.

I placed my palms against the “lid” again and tensed my muscles. Just as I was about to push, I heard something.

It sounded like something scraping along a floor. I could hear a metallic sound like gears, slowly clicking. It sounded old and worn, like they hadn’t been used in a long time. A very long time.

The noise lasted for about fifteen seconds, then it was quiet again for a moment. There was a soft whooshing noise that seemed to come from different directions. A fleeting memory tugged at me. It sounded like torch flames caught in the wind.

I listened intently.

“Be careful! There might be traps,” I heard a voice say.

It sounded like a woman’s voice.

“The opening of the door triggered those torches to light up. It doesn’t look like this room has been touched in a long time, but the magic is still active,” a different woman’s voice answered.

The room was quiet again. I could hear the torches sputtering occasionally.

“Look! It’s here! A sword!” the first woman said excitedly.

“Wait. Let me cast for magic,” the second one said.

“The sword has a faint aura. The altar isn’t showing anything,” the second voice said after a few moments.

I heard footsteps getting closer to my position.

“Be careful! Remember what happened to Roberta!” the second voice cautioned.

“I didn’t come all this way to stop now. The sword is mine!” the first voice said triumphantly.

I heard a metallic sound, as if something made of metal had fallen onto a stone floor.

“No!” the first voice cried as if in anguish.

“It can’t be,” the second voice added so softly that I barely made it out.

There was a long pause.

“It’s broken. Broken!” the first voice said angrily.

“I should have known not to believe a vision sent by the Trickster. I believed the Fool and made a fool of myself!” she added.

“Perhaps we can have it reforged. It has a faint aura. It must have some kind of magic left in it,” the second voice said hopefully.

“And where will we find the money to pay a Forge Master to mend this? It would probably cost a small fortune!” the first woman said in dismay.

“There is nothing we can do about it now. Put it in storage and we will consider our options once we are safely away from here,” the second woman said.

There was another pause.

“Done. Let’s get out of here. This temple gives me the creeps,” the first woman said.

I heard footsteps walking away. They were leaving! I tried to call out to them but all that came out of my mouth was a croak as if I hadn’t spoken in a long time.

“What was that?” the second woman said.

I tensed my muscles again. Using all my strength, I pushed against the lid of the box I was in. I heard the sound of stone scraping against stone. A second later I blinked my eyes as light started peeking through the edge of the lid.

I pushed even harder, groaning from the strain. The stone lid fell forward with a crash as it broke into three pieces on the floor in front of me. The force of my exertion caused me to stumble forward, where I landed on the broken slab, breathing heavily.

“Drauger!” I heard one of the women shout.

“Barrow Wight!” the other yelled at the same time.

I rolled over, blinking as my eyes adjusted. I sat up, facing the two women.

“A naked drauger?” the woman on the right said in confusion as she looked at me.

She was the one I thought of as “the second voice”. She had long, yellow blond hair tied in a braid which lay down her shoulder and chest. Her eyes were a brilliant blue. She was holding a staff with both of her hands. The tip of the staff held a blue crystal which glowed with the same color blue as her eyes.

She was wearing a grey cloak over a blouse and leggings. Knee high, grey colored boots covered her feet and lower legs. There was a belt around her waist with a knife attached. It was then that I noticed that she had long pointed ears. An elf was the first thing that popped into my mind.

“What is he?” the first woman asked.

I looked towards her. She was holding a longsword in her right hand and a dagger in her left. Both were pointed at me. She had long, chestnut brown hair tied in a ponytail. Her eyes were brown, and she was frowning at me. She seemed human.

She was wearing a short sleeved, brown leather shirt that laced up across her chest. The leather was double layered on her shoulders. I realized that it was some kind of armor.

There were bracers made of thick leather on her forearms. Her pants were brown leather, and she had on knee high black leather boots. Both women had small travel packs on their backs.

“He looks human. And he is definitely a man,” the elf said as she looked at me curiously.

“Let me cast identify,” the elf added as she pointed her staff at me.

The crystal glowed brightly for a moment. I felt the hairs on my arms stand up for a split second as a strange sensation passed through me. I looked down at myself. They were right, I was naked.

“Human, level one,” the elf said as she concentrated.

“That can’t be right...,” the elf mumbled as she frowned at me.

“What is it?” the other woman asked.

“His stats... they are all fifteens!” the blond elf said in surprise.

“That can’t be. You said he is level one. What’s his element?” the girl with the sword asked as her frown deepened.

“Nothing. He’s not showing anything,” the elf replied.

The two women glanced at each other. I noticed a little red light was flashing at the edge of my vision.

“You! What are you?” The ponytailed girl jabbed her sword in my direction for emphasis.

I tried to say something, but all that came out was another croak. My throat and mouth were so dry! I reached up my hand and massaged my neck.

“Answer me!” ponytail girl shouted at me.

“Water,” I rasped as I finally could get a word out.

“I will keep an eye on him. Toss him your canteen,” ponytail girl said.

She seemed to be the leader. The elf nodded and unslung her pack. She shifted her staff to her left hand and fished out a container with her right. A moment later, she tossed a small grey flask towards me. The throw was wide, but I deftly snatched it as it sailed past.

The container was made of a thin grey metal. I took the stopper off and sniffed. I didn’t smell anything strange, so I took a sip. It was water. Lukewarm, but I didn’t care as I began to drink greedily. I hadn’t realized how parched I was.

“I guess he was thirsty,” the elf said with a laugh.

“Lucky there are a lot of streams around here. It looks like he emptied your canteen,” ponytail girl replied.

The canteen was empty. I placed the stopper back on and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. I felt much better. I tossed it back to the elf.

“Thank you,” I said.

My voice sounded almost normal that time. My attention was drawn to the flashing red light... there was something familiar about it. As I focused on it, a screen popped up in front of my eyes.

I had been looking towards ponytail girl. I could still see her clearly past the translucent screen. Her figure was highlighted by a blue outline. As I concentrated on the screen, some words popped up.

Race: Human

Class: Fighter

Element: Frost

I looked towards the elf. She was also outlined in blue. The words changed.

Race: Elf

Class: Mage

Element: Nature

I blinked as I realized that ponytail girl was talking to me again. The screen collapsed to a tiny dot at the edge of my vision again.

“Sorry. What?” I said as I shook my head to clear it.

“I said, what and who are you?” ponytail girl repeated.

Who was I? A name popped into my head for a moment before it slipped away. I grasped at it, but it was no use. I couldn’t remember what it was!

I looked around the room. It was a medium sized chamber with a tall ceiling. Everything, including the floor and ceiling was constructed out of stone blocks. The room was shaped like a cylinder. Across from me was an open door.

Light was provided by a ring of torches around the walls. In the middle of the room was a small stone altar. Behind me, propped up at an angle against the wall, was the stone box I had woken up in. On either side of it, there were two more stone boxes lying on the floor. They were open, without lids. It seemed that mine was the only one that had been upright and closed.

“Answer me!” ponytail said angrily.

“I can’t remember my name. I don’t know how I got here,” I replied honestly.

I stood up and stretched. It was a bit awkward being naked. The women cautiously backed away from me. I noticed the elf was staring at my groin.

“Thank you for the water,” I said to them.

“How can you not know your name? The gods have given everyone a status sheet. What does yours say?” ponytail asked as she crouched into a defensive stance.

My status sheet? I wondered what she was talking about. Then I looked at the tiny red light. I concentrated and, in a flash, the screen appeared before my eyes again.

I frowned. I was looking towards ponytail girl. The screen was showing the same information about her as it had shown earlier.

“I pulled up a screen, but all it shows me is your information,” I said to her.

“Just think about yourself. Ask yourself about yourself,” the elf said helpfully.

I shrugged and did as she suggested. I thought about what I was. The screen instantly changed.

Stats

Strength: 15

Constitution: 15

Dexterity: 15

Wisdom: 15

Intelligence: 15

Charisma:15

“All I see are stat categories. They are all fifteen, like the elf said earlier,” I replied.

“Think about who you are,” the elf replied.

I did as she directed. The screen changed again.

Nickname: Val

Race: Human

Class: None

Level: 1

Element: None

“Val” was my name? That wasn’t right, was it, I thought? I could have sworn a different name had popped into my mind earlier. I shook my head. Maybe I was mistaken.

“What does it say?” ponytail said.

“My name is Val. I’m a level one human. My class and element both say none,” I answered.

The women looked at each other again.

“That doesn’t make sense. He is obviously an adult. How can he not have an element or a class?” the elf said with a puzzled look on her face.

“How did you get here?” Ponytail asked as she turned to me again.

I thought for a moment. The last thing I remembered was waking up in that stone box or sarcophagus or whatever it was.

“The last thing I remember, I woke up in that box a few minutes ago. Then I heard your two voices. I don’t remember anything before that,” I replied with a frown.

“Do you think the Trickster left him here for us to find?” the elf asked her friend.

Ponytail let out a little bark of laughter.

“It wouldn’t surprise me. That would be my luck. I came here looking for help and the Jester gives me a broken sword and a naked level one human!’’ Ponytail said angrily.

“Who’s the Trickster? And the Jester?” I asked as I tried to figure out what they were talking about.

“Surely, you jest,” the elf said as she turned her blue eyes towards me again.

“No. I don’t know what you are talking about,” I replied.

“The Trickster is one of the Gods! Some call him the Jester or the Fool!” the elf said.

“Or the Liar,” Ponytail added.

I shook my head.

“I don’t remember,” I said.

“What are we going to do with him? We can’t just leave him here?” the elf said.

“Why not?” Ponytail said as she frowned at me again.

The elf walked a few steps closer towards me. She frowned as she looked me up and down before tilting her head. She gave me a bemused smile.

“We were meant to meet... did you say your name was Val?” the elf asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“We were meant to meet Val. Maybe he has something to do with your vision? The Jester wanted you to come here,” the elf said.

“There was no naked man in my dream!” Ponytail said emphatically.

I hoped they would let me come along with them. I was naked and weaponless. I had no idea where I was or where I should be going.

“Was there a broken sword in your dream?” the elf asked as she turned towards Ponytail.

“No. The sword was magic – it glowed with power!” Ponytail said in frustration.

“See, your vision wasn’t perfect. My instinct tells me that Val should come with us,” the elf said.

Ponytail opened her mouth as if to argue. Then with an angry sigh, she sheathed her weapons.

“Ughhhh. Fine, he can follow us,” she said in resignation.

“Thank you,” I said to them and gave them a little bow.

“I’m Kazumi,” the elf said as she flashed me a bright smile.

“Pleased to meet you, Kazumi,” I smiled back.

I looked over at ponytail. She just scowled at me.

“That’s Nikita,” Kazumi said.

“Nikita,” I repeated and nodded towards her.

I looked down at my naked form.

“You two wouldn’t know of a clothing merchant nearby?” I asked with a grin.

“We are in the middle of a long abandoned, overgrown city in the ass end of nowhere,” Nikita said as she crossed her arms under her breasts.

“Nikita!” Kazumi said as she looked at her friend expectantly.

“What?” Nikita answered with a frown.

“Val is about the same size as Ritsu. It’s not like he needs his clothes anymore!” Kazumi whispered loudly.

Nikita let out another sigh. She gave me a suspicious look, before turning away from me. She was doing something with her hands. A moment later, she leaned forward, and the top part of her body disappeared!

With a grunt, Nikita began walking backwards. She was hunched over and she was dragging something. I realized it was someone’s body. I could see a shimmering line from the floor to a height of about seven feet from which the body emerged.

Nikita stepped over the body and did something with her hands again. The shimmering line disappeared.

“Is that some kind of secret storage area?” I asked curiously.

“Mind your own business,” Nikita said curtly.

She was a sassy one, I thought.

“Help Kazumi get Ritsu’s clothes off,” Nikita ordered.

I walked over and looked at the body. Ritsu was a young man with light brown hair and pointed ears. But the ears were smaller than Kazumi’s. There was a ragged hole in the side of Ritsu’s neck. The edges of the wound were black. There was dried blood around the hole and on his dark green tunic.

Out of curiosity, I concentrated on the little red dot and pulled up the screen. It still showed my name and level. I concentrated on Ritsu's body, and the screen changed. The dead body did not have the blue outline like the women did. It didn’t have any outline. I read the information it supplied.

Race: Half Elf (deceased)

Class: -

Element: -

I assumed the blanks were a result of the half elf being dead. Kazumi had already knelt down and was removing his belt. I pulled off the dead man’s tunic. Kazumi removed Ritsu’s brown leather boots as I tugged down and removed the brown leggings.

“Well, it seems that poor Ritsu was not quite the same size as Val,” the elf said as she glanced from Ritsu’s naked body to my groin area.

“Really, Kazumi,” Nikita said as she frowned at her friend.

“I was just making an observation,” the elf said with a grin as she stood up.

I pulled on the pants and boots and then the tunic and belt. The belt had a hunting knife attached to it. I pulled out the blade and ran my finger along the edge. It was sharp. I tucked it back in its sheath.

“What should we do with the body?” Kazumi asked.

“We were going to bury him when we got back home, remember?” Nikita said.

“I know. But your space isn’t very big. We may need it for other things,” Kazumi said.

The elf walked around the room.

“We should lay him to rest here. The Temple of the Trickster was our goal. It's much better than what happened to Roberta or Bardok,” Kazumi said.

Nikita looked over at the stone boxes for a moment as she considered what her friend had said.

“Val, help Kazumi with Ritsu’s body,” Nikita ordered.

I smiled. Ponytail was certainly a bossy woman, used to giving orders.

I helped the Elf pick up the body and we carried it to one of the stone sarcophagi. We laid him to rest there while Nikita followed and stood by the foot of the box.

“Ritsu. May you rest in peace. We did not know you for long, but you were a good companion on our journey. I am sorry you did not make it,” Nikita said and bowed her head.

Kazumi and I followed her example. After a moment of silence, Nikita turned and started walking towards the exit. The elf walked after her and I trailed behind them. As I exited the room, I felt a breeze blow past me into the chamber as the torches went out.

Kazumi’s staff glowed brightly, casting a warm light in about a 20-foot radius. Nikita bent down and manipulated a part of the intricately carved wall that the door opened from.

“I’m going to close the door again. I don’t want scavengers getting at Ritsu’s body,” Nikita explained.

After a moment, the clanking sound of old gears could be heard again. The door scraped along the floor and soon it was flush with the wall again. The carvings on the door blended in so well with the wall carvings, that I couldn’t tell where one started and the other ended.

“Lead the way, Kazumi,” Nikita said as she straightened up.

“The entrance isn’t far, Val. Just up these steps and down a hallway,” the elf said as she lit the way for us.

As we entered the hallway, I could see a square of light ahead marking the exit. I blinked as we stepped out onto a stone terrace. The sun was directly above us. White puffy clouds dotted the bright blue sky.

I realized that we were standing near the top of a stone temple. Broad steps led down to an overgrown street in front of us. Tall trees were everywhere. I could see the tops of other buildings poking out of the forest. Some seemed to be crumbling with age.

“Where are we?” I asked.

Nikita looked at me curiously while Kazumi waved her arm towards the street and trees in front of us.

“Welcome to the Kidochu, the Cursed City,” Kazumi said softly.


Chapter Two


I looked around. Kidochu was mostly overgrown with trees and grass. I could make out some of the wide streets that were still passable.

The temple we were standing on was the tallest structure that I could see. It was a step sided pyramid. We were standing on the wide flat top of the pyramid.

I looked behind us towards the section we had walked out of. It was a single-story stone building with one opening. It took up about half of the pyramid's top. The building was crowned with a large stone statue. The statue’s head was missing.

I tried to figure out what type of creature the statue depicted. The creature had a tail and its legs were bowed. The hands were shaped strangely. But without the head, I couldn’t quite place it.

“What is this statue?” I asked.

Nikita looked up at the statue.

“It’s the Trickster. It is his temple, after all,” she said impatiently.

“The Temple of the Trickster God,” Kazumi added.

I just realized what the figure represented.

“Is that a monkey?” I asked in surprise.

“Yes. The monkey is the most favored of the Jester’s animals,” Kazuki explained.

“What happened to his head?” I asked as I looked around the pyramids top.

The statue was easily twelve feet tall. The head should be a couple feet across, I surmised.

“Probably taken as a trophy when the Grey Monks sacked the city an age ago,” Nikita answered.

Nikita pointed towards a large structure, half visible through the forest in the distance.

“We want to make it back to that building before nightfall. We camped there last night where we found an easily defendable room,” she explained.

Nikita started down the steps towards the broad avenue in front of us. The street led in the general direction of the building she had pointed towards. Kazumi and I followed after her.

Some of the steps of the pyramid were cracked and crumbling. But since they were broad and deep, it was easy to walk down them. As we reached the street, Nikita drew her sword and her dagger.

I noticed that Kazumi had her staff ready as her eyes scanned the trees and crumbled buildings to either side of them. Taking my cue from them, I drew the hunting knife and held it ready.

The street was made from very large paving stones fitted closely together. Many of the pavers were cracked and grass was growing in tall patches in some areas. The size of the stones and the narrow gaps between them had kept all but a few small trees from growing. I had a clear view down the street and to the trees and ruins on either side.

“Wouldn’t it be safer to hug the trees for cover?” I asked.

Nikita looked at me with an appraising look. She nodded.

“Yes. But we can’t afford to move slowly. I want to get to that building before nightfall,” she said.

The day was warm and I wished I had a hat to shield me from the sun. A gentle breeze stirred the air. I saw an occasional bird and once we startled two deer that bounded away as we drew near.

After about two hours of walking, I heard the sound of water flowing. Ahead and to the right, I noticed the grass and trees were growing thickly near the ruins of a large building. As we approached the area, Nikita held her hand up and motioned us to proceed slowly.

As we walked through the grass and around some of the trees, I saw where the water sounds were coming from. The building had a ruined fountain in front of it. It was about 10 feet in diameter. The water was bubbling up from some smashed stones in the center of the pool of water.

A foot high wall kept most of the water in the pool, but along one side, the wall was cracked and broken, allowing a stream of water to flow out. The stream flowed a short way and then turned to go around the building. The water was nourishing the grass and trees in the area, allowing them to grow thick and tall.

A red fox was drinking from the stream near the fountain. It looked up at us. For a moment, it looked like the fox was smiling at me.

As Nikita took a few steps towards the fountain, the fox ran off into the tall grass behind it. A few birds were startled, and the air reverberated with the beating of their wings as they flew away.

“If the fox and birds were drinking here, I don’t think there are any large predators close by,” Nikita said as she peered around the area.

“Large predators?” I asked.

“Or worse,” Nikita said with a nod.

“Nikita, fill your canteen first while Val and I watch,” Kazumi said as she scanned the trees for danger.

Nikita filled her canteen, drank some and then refilled it again. Kazumi tossed me her canteen and I did the same, handing it to her after I had drunk my fill. The elf quenched her thirst and quickly refilled the container. A moment later we were back in the middle of the street where we could see farther.

Late in the afternoon, we reached an intersection. I could see the top of our destination building to our right. The cross street was heading directly towards the ruin which would be our camp for tonight.

"It seems that we are making good time," I said to them.

“Yes, but look at the road. It's choked with trees and brush. The going is slow,” Kazumi said as she followed Nikita into the trees.

With a last look up the street towards the monkey temple, I followed after them. The trees provided cool shade, but they really cut down our visibility. Old leaves and new grass covered the ground in many places. The street was made of small cobblestones here and the gaps between them were wide.

My head was on a swivel as I scanned for danger. I wondered what kind of large predators hunted in this forest. And what did Nikita mean when she had said “or worse”, I wondered?

We had walked along for about 15 minutes when Kazumi stopped. I could see she was listening intently.

“Nikita, wait,” the elf said quietly.

“What is it?” Nikita said as she cautiously walked closer to us.

“I hear something. Something is tracking us,” the elf said.

The tip of her staff began glowing brightly. I listened intently. I heard something, a slight rustling sound.

Suddenly a shape jumped over a nearby shrub. Fur and snarling fangs lunged at my throat. Instinctively, I dodged to my left as I drove the knife into the side of the beast, ripping it back out before the momentum and weight of the creature pulled it from my grip. I felt a burn of pain as one of its rear claws gashed my forearm as the beast flew by me, crashing into the ground behind me.

I spun around and lunged at the creature, catching it by surprise as it got to its feet and turned towards me. It looked like a large wolf. Blood was spurting out of its side.

Its muscles bunched as it readied to spring towards me again. I reached it first, slamming my knife into its throat, the blade point driving into the base of its brain. The beast's jaws snapped shut, narrowly missing my left arm as I crashed into its body. I landed on top as we tumbled to the ground.

I rolled to my feet, pulling my blade out of the wolf’s throat. The creature was laying there, dead. I looked around, alert for another attack.

I saw that Kazumi’s staff was glowing with a greenish light. The elf was focused on another wolf. The beast was on the ground, entangled by vines. Its jaws snapped around it, biting through vines. But for each vine it cut, two more took its place.

Nikita was facing down the largest of the three wolves. She was swinging the point of her sword in front of the wolf’s face as they circled each other warily. I saw that she was bleeding from a gash on her right arm.

I had a clear line of sight to the wolf. Flipping the knife in my hand I threw it at the wolf’s neck. The blade was slick with blood, slipping in my fingers as I released it. The knife rotated once in the air before burying itself in the wolf’s shoulder. I had missed the throat!

The wolf howled in pain. Its jaws snapping at the offending object. The distraction gave Nikita an opening. She lunged forward, driving her sword into the wolf’s chest. The beast collapsed to the ground.

Nikita glanced towards Kazumi. She then ran to her friend and stabbed the entangled wolf twice. The green light stopped, and the vines stopped growing. I quickly ran to the large wolf and retrieved my knife, wiping it on the dead animal’s fur.

I crouched down in a defensive posture. My eyes scanned the trees and brush around us, looking for more wolves.

“What are you doing?” Nikita asked as she walked towards me.

“What if there are more wolves?” I asked.

“I doubt it. Random wolves are always a pack of three,” she said.

“How do you know that?” I asked as I stood up, still cautiously looking around the area.

“It is the pattern of random encounters. When the gods send large wolves to test adventurers, they are always a pack of three. Everyone knows that, if you’re an adventurer,” she answered with a frown.

“I’m glad Val was with us. I would have had a tough time keeping two of them entangled while you took care of the third,” Kazumi said.

“How are your wounds? Do you need me to tend to them now, or can it wait till we reach our camp?” the elf added.

I looked at my arm. The gashes stung, but they were not very deep.

“I can wait,” I said.

“Same,” Nikita said even though her arm was still bleeding.

“What do you mean by random encounters and gods?” I asked as I tried to understand what Nikita was talking about.

Nikita shook her head and headed off in the direction of our target building.

“We don’t have time to waste. We need to push on because we should be safe from a random for a short while,” Nikita said as she walked away.

“What about the wolf bodies? Shouldn’t we store them?” Kazumi asked as she hurried after Nikita.

“They take up too much space and their pelts aren’t worth much,” I heard her reply as she disappeared around a tree.

I shook my head as I tried to understand what they were talking about. With a last look at the dead wolves, I jogged after the women.

We reached the building a short while later. It was a three-story structure and one corner of the building had collapsed. The area around the building was a broad plaza made up of the same large stones as the main avenue was built from. Few trees grew around it.

We cautiously explored the first floor before checking the second floor. The first floor had a few large rooms with crumbling wooden benches and desks. The second floor contained smaller rooms with furniture in various stages of decay. Kazumi’s staff provided light for us.

The steps to the third floor were blocked by a collapsed section of the roof. We startled a few birds and some squirrels, but otherwise the building was empty.

Nikita led us back to the room that the girls had camped in the previous night. It had one narrow doorway and no windows. To the one side I noticed a sleeping mat on the floor. I could see some bits of wood still clinging to door hinges, but otherwise the door had crumbled away. Just inside the opening were the remains of a campfire.

“You left one of your mats here?” I asked.

“Roberta’s. She died yesterday. We had our own, so we left hers here. You're welcome to it,” Kazumi explained.

Another dead party member. I was wearing another’s clothes.

“How many adventurers were in your group?” I asked.

“At the beginning? Five. Nikita, Roberta, Bardok and Ritsu, and me,” Kazumi said.

I wondered what happened to Bardok?

“We can relax and talk soon enough. First, we need to gather some pieces of wood for another fire,” Nikita admonished us.

Soon we had a small fire going with plenty of wood to last the night. Kazumi used some kind of healing spell on Nikita’s arm. The wound stopped bleeding and closed over. In a moment, new pink skin had formed over the area.

“I don’t think it will leave a scar,” the elf said.

She repeated the spell over my arm as she held her palm an inch over my wound. Her hand glowed green and I could see my wound healing. Soon it was covered over with new skin. It was fascinating to watch, yet I had the strange sensation that I had seen such a thing happen before.

“Thank you, Kazumi,” I said, and the elf gave me a bright smile.

“You might be a little tired or hungry from the healing. But your wound was relatively small, so you may not notice anything unusual,” she explained.

“Turn around Val, I don’t want you to see what I am doing,” Nikita said.

“Nikita, Val is going to be traveling with us. He fought bravely today. You won’t be able to hide your ring from him for much longer,” Kazumi said as she frowned at her friend.

Nikita glared at Kazumi and me for a moment. Then she let out a sigh and shrugged her shoulders.

“Very well. Val, I have a Ring of Storage. It was my grandfather’s. It's not very large, but it is very useful. Keep it a secret because it might save our lives someday,” Nikita said as she held out her hand so that I could see the slender copper colored ring on her left index finger.

“I will keep your secrets,” I said with a nod.

Nikita used her magic device to pull out their sleeping mats. She then handed out some strips of dried meat and pieces of dried fruit. We also shared a small loaf of bread. The bread was a little stale, but I was getting hungry and was in no position to complain.

After we finished eating, Kazumi gave me her canteen so I could take a drink. I only drank a little, not wanting to be selfish like I had been when they found me.

“You can drink more. We have some spare water … in storage. I know we can fill up again once we are outside the city walls. There is a stream there that we used yesterday morning,” the elf said.

“Thanks,” I said and drank a little more before handing it back to her.

“Why did you choose this building to make camp?” I asked.

Nikita shrugged.

“We reached Kidochu yesterday afternoon. The city wall had a large gap in it not far from where we had come out of the forest. This building was nearby and it seemed like we could defend ourselves in these rooms if we needed to,” she explained.

“What happened to Roberta? Were you attacked yesterday?” I asked.

“No. Roberta died because she was young and careless,” Nikita said.

“We didn’t want to explore the city yesterday because it was already late afternoon. Once we set up this room, Roberta wanted to explore the building. She was a Thief on her first grand adventure. When she found a secret room with a chest on this floor, she ran and got us,” Kazumi explained and then a look of sadness passed over her face.

“What happened?” I prodded.

“The chest was guarded by a trap. Two of them. The first was obvious and Roberta undid a tripwire that shot out a spike from the wall. She was so excited to open the chest, she didn’t see the second wire. As soon as she opened the lid, a trap door opened under her. She fell down a deep shaft and was impaled on pikes at the bottom,” Nikita said.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

“She died instantly,” Nikita said.

“Was there anything in the chest?” I asked.

“A small bag of gold coins and a few small gems. Not something to lose your life over,” Nikita replied bitterly.

We sat in silence for a minute. I had never met Roberta but I was saddened by the story.

“What happened to Ritsu,” I asked.

“We were ambushed by a small group of bandits as we passed through the Lynnwood Forest. A poisoned arrow caught Ritsu in the throat. Bardok was nicked by another one, but the poison didn’t affect him much. Kazumi was able to entangle two of the bandits while the rest of us battled with the others,” Nikita explained.

“I was able to heal Bardok before the poison did serious damage. Ritsu was already dead,” Kazumi added.

“What happened to Bardok if he wasn’t killed in the bandit attack?” I asked curiously.

“We were crossing the Southern Marad Mountains. Even in the summertime, the high valleys have some snow. We were crossing a narrow path and came upon a Frost Troll that had just killed a mountain goat. It must have thought we were going to steal its kill. The troll charged us,” Nikita said and then paused as she recalled the scene.

“Bardok was a brave dwarven warrior. He met the Troll’s charge with his double-bladed battle axe. He rolled under the Trolls arms and struck the creature in the knee. The axe hurt the Troll, but didn’t penetrate its thick skin,” Nikita continued.

“I tried to summon vines, but the cold really slows down that spell,” Kazumi added.

“The enraged monster snatched up Bardok and bit at his face and chest. Bardok hacked away at the Troll with his axe. The Troll stumbled and they both went over the edge. It was a long way down,” Nikita concluded.

Their group had had a tough time of it. They had already lost three of the five and presumably had a long journey back to wherever their home was.

“Where are you headed now?” I asked.

Nikita stared off into space and said nothing. Kazumi gave me a wry smile. I waited patiently.

“I lost three good people. We have been traveling for almost two months. We finally make it to Kidochu and all I find is a broken sword. And a level one man. Naked,” Nikita finally spoke as she continued to stare off into the distance.

“Val fought bravely today,” Kazumi said cheerfully.

Nikita looked over at me and nodded.

“Where did you learn to fight?” Nikita asked.

I thought about it. I could not remember anything before waking up in that stone box this afternoon.

“This may sound strange, but I cannot remember anything before this afternoon when you found me in the temple today,” I replied honestly.

“Nothing at all?” the elf asked.

I frowned for a moment.

“When you healed my wound earlier... I had the vague sensation that I had watched someone do that before,” I told her.

“What are your plans?” Nikita asked.

“Plans? To survive,” I replied.

Was that it, I wondered? Did I just want to survive? No, I wanted more than that.

“I want to win,” I added.

The girls looked at me curiously.

“Win what?” the elf asked.

I shrugged.

“I don’t know yet. But I want to do more than just survive... I want to achieve things,” I said as I tried to find words to express what I felt.

The girls looked at each other for a moment.

“Do you want to join our group?” Nikita asked.

“Please say yes!” Kazumi added as she gave me a big smile.

“Equal share in any loot we find going forward. The few coins we took off the bandits and the gold and gems we found yesterday aren’t included,” Nikita explained.

I had no idea where I was or where I had come from. Teaming up with these two competent women was a no brainer.

“But you need to know that our main goal is to avenge my uncle’s murder. I want to kill Baron Skeg and he is surrounded by his soldiers. It's not going to be easy. We might die in the attempt,” Nikita added.

I considered what Nikita had said. She had offered a chance to share in their adventure. It would be a chance to earn treasure and I would be travelling with two beautiful women. There was a strong possibility that I would die.

“I like a challenge. I accept,” I told them.

Nikita nodded and Kazumi clapped her hands gleefully.

I noticed that the little red light in the corner of my vision was blinking. I concentrated on it and a message popped up.

You have joined Nikita’s Adventure Group

As I looked at the two women through the pop-up screen, I saw that they we were outlined in green instead of blue. I guessed that was telling me that they were allies. I wondered if enemies would be a different color. A new line showing their names had also been added to the top of their information list.

When the wolves had attacked earlier, I hadn’t thought to use the screens on them. It had all happened too fast.

“It's a shame that you are only level one,” Nikita said with a sigh.

“How close are you to leveling up?” Kazumi asked.

“Leveling up? I don’t know,” I replied.

“What does your screen say?” the elf asked.

The pop-up screen had disappeared, but I pulled it back up in a moment. I thought about myself, and the screen changed to the one with my name and level information.

Nickname: Val

Race: Human

Class: None

Level: 1

Element: None

“Nothing has changed. It still says class, none, level one,” I replied.

“Not that screen, the one with your status,” Kazumi said patiently.

I concentrated on the screen. At the bottom right was a little arrow. When I focused on it the screen changed to the one showing my strength, dexterity and other stats. That screen also had arrows on either side of the bottom. I focused on the one on the right and the screen changed again.

STATUS

Health: 75/75

Mana: 50/50

Stamina: 100/100

Level: 1

Experience points: 63

Points to next level: 12

Attack: 20 (25)

(Steel Knife +5)

Defense: 20 (25)

(Clothing +2)

(Leather Boots +3)

“It says 12 points to next level,” I told her.

“Almost there!” Kazumi replied.

I nodded. There was one more screen past the status information.

INVENTORY

Armor

Tunic: 1

Leggings: 1

Leather Boots: 3

Weapons

Steel Knife: 5

Auxiliary Storage: N/A

The auxiliary storage entry was interesting. Nikita obviously had some kind of magic storage. I guessed that her screen would list what she kept there.

“We should get some rest. I want to get as far away from here as possible. I will take the first watch, Val can have the second and Kazumi will go last,” Nikita said.

“You called this place a cursed city. What kind of danger are we in?” I asked.

Nikita looked towards the doorway with a worried look.

“I don’t know. We haven’t seen anything strange. But I don’t really want to hang around to find out why Kidochu is called cursed,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.

I lay down on Roberta’s sleeping mat. Kazumi moved her mat so it was next to mine. The elf lay down and then turned on her side so she was facing me. In the flickering light of the campfire, I could see that she was smiling at me. I gave her a nod. She closed her eyes and a few minutes later she was fast asleep.

I must have fallen asleep, because I was startled awake by something tapping my foot. I looked down and saw Nikita gently kicking my boot. I nodded and stood up. I stretched my arms and rubbed the sleep from my eyes.

I saw that the fire was burning low. Nikita knelt down and placed some more wood on the fire. The dry wood caught fire quickly. Once the fire was to her satisfaction, Nikita walked over to me.

“When the fire dies down, wake up Kazumi for her shift,” she whispered.

“Did you see anything strange?” I asked softly.

“No. All quiet, thankfully,” she whispered.

I nodded. Nikita lay down on her mat as I walked over to the campfire. I could hear Nikita tossing around on her mat as she tried to find a comfortable position.

I drew my knife and sat down cross legged to the left of the fire so I could see a short way down the hallway. In the other direction was the blocked staircase, so I figured any threat would come from the direction I was watching.

In the stillness of the night, the only sounds I heard were the soft crackling of the fire and the breathing of the girls. Without a breeze, the woodsmoke drifted lazily up to the high ceilings of the room.

After about half an hour, I tensed as I noticed movement in the hallway. I saw a pair of eyes, close set and low to the ground, reflecting the firelight. I saw a muzzle poking from the shadows as it crept closer. The animal was sniffing around as I tried to see its body.

The eyes disappeared as I heard a faint scratching of claws against stone as the creature hurried off. I relaxed. From the shape of the shadow, I guessed that it was probably a curious fox, attracted by the smell of the campfire.

I sat there for a bit and then I stood up and stretched. After a while I sat down again. The calming effect of the fire coupled with the stillness of the night had me feeling drowsy. I started alternating between sitting and standing every fifteen minutes or so to stay awake and alert.

I guessed that the fire had burned about halfway down. I sat down again. It was probably the middle of the night.

I heard a faint noise in the distance. I couldn’t quite make out what it was even thought I was listening intently. It slowly faded away. A few minutes later I heard it again, closer.

It almost sounded like someone was crying. I saw a movement out of the corner of my eye. Gripping my knife tightly, I spun towards the back corner of the room. A ghostly figure was hurrying along the back wall!

I crouched and walked a couple of steps towards it, ready to attack or defend myself. The figure was looking over its shoulder as it moved. I realized that the crying noise was coming from this ghost, or spirit or whatever it was. It looked like a woman dressed in robes.

Before I could get very close to it, the ghost disappeared through the wall. The sound of crying faded away. I turned towards the girls. They were still sleeping. I walked back towards the campfire.

From what I could see, the hallway was still empty outside the door. Did I just see a real ghost, I wondered? I was too alert to sit down again, so I paced around the fire.

Just as I started to relax, I heard the sound of heavy breathing, like someone was running. I spun around, looking for the source. I saw movement in the hallway. As I turned to face it, I saw it was another ghost. It looked like a warrior in armor. I went to the doorway and looked down the corridor, but by then the ghost had disappeared.

I saw one more apparition a little while later. It was another warrior. He backed into the room, right in front of me. He had a ghostly sword in his hand and he was fighting an invisible opponent.

The ghost drifted across the fire without affecting it as he parried the blows from an unseen opponent. I could hear the sound of his grunts as he fought. As the ghost reached the middle of the room, he suddenly doubled over in pain and collapsed to the floor. Then the image faded away to nothing.

I saw no more ghosts during my shift. As the fire died down, I walked over to Kazumi and reached out to touch her hand.

As I touched her, I felt a little tingling sensation run through my fingers. Her blue eyes flew open as she looked at me in confusion. I backed away to give her room to sit up. I wondered if the sensation had something to do with her magic.

Kazumi sat up and rubbed her hand where I had touched her. Her eyes blinked rapidly as she woke up. She looked around and then stood up.

“Is it time for my shift?” she whispered.

“Yes,” I replied softly.

I walked over to the pile of wood we had gathered and piled some pieces on the fire as I had seen Nikita do for my shift.

Kazumi walked over and she reached out her fingers to touch my hand. There was another faint tingling sensation. The Elf was frowning as she looked at our hands touching.

“How are you doing that?” she asked quietly as her eyes met mine.

“You feel the tingling too?” I whispered.

Kazumi nodded.

“I thought it was because of your magic,” I said.

The elf shook her head, no.

I just shrugged.

“Another Val mystery,” she replied with a little smile.

The campfire crackled and popped as the added wood began to burn brightly.

“Did you see anything?” Kazumi asked.

“Yes. First, a small animal, probably a fox, was sniffing around the door for a moment. Then later I saw a ghost,” I said softly.

“What!” the elf said loudly in surprise.

Kazumi’s hand flew up to her mouth as she looked over at Nikita. The human tossed around for a moment before settling back into her deep sleep.

“Why didn’t you wake us?” she whispered.

“The ghosts didn’t last for long. They were only visible for a few moments,” I explained softly.

“Ghosts. As in more than one?” Kazumi asked.

I explained to her the three apparitions that I had witnessed. The elf listened in rapt attention as I recounted the tale.

“We didn’t see any ghosts the previous night,” she said.

“I’m just lucky, I guess,” I replied with a wry smile.

The elf looked at me for a long moment.

“You better lay down again. The dawn will be here before you know it,” she said.

I walked over and laid down on my sleeping mat. Nikita was a few feet away with her back towards me. I looked towards Kazumi. I watched the shadows play across her features as the flames from the campfire flickered. I drifted off to sleep again.


Chapter Three


I was awakened by a tingling sensation as someone touched my hand. I opened my eyes and saw Kazumi standing over me. I looked over and saw Nikita rolling up her sleeping mat. The campfire was burning low. I stood up and stretched.

“Give me your mats,” Nikita said.

I rolled my mat up and handed it to her after the elf handed hers over. Nikita stored them in her secret room and then handed us some dried fruit and strips of dried meat.

“Tell Nikita about the ghosts,” Kazumi said as we sat down on the floor to eat a quick breakfast.

“Ghosts? What ghosts?” Nikita said as she looked from Kazumi to me.

Between bites of food, I told her about the three apparitions that I had seen in the middle of the night. Nikita’s brows knitted together as she listened to my story.

“I’m glad we didn’t see them the previous night. I wouldn’t have slept a wink,” she said.

“Nikita, touch Val’s hand,” Kazumi said as we finished our meal.

Nikita looked at the elf in puzzlement and then she leaned over to touch my hand with her fingers. I felt the tingling sensation again. From the look of surprise on Nikita’s face, I could tell that she felt it too.

“What is that?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Does it always feel like this when someone touches you?” Nikita asked as she frowned at me.

“I wish I could remember. The first I noticed it was when I touched Kazumi in order to wake her up,” I said.

“Is it some kind of magic? A ward or a spell?” Nikita asked Kazumi.

“I am not sure what it is or what is causing it. Just another mystery that Val has brought us,” the elf said as she smiled at me.

Nikita just grunted. She stood up and poked her head down the hallway.

“The sun is up. Let’s get moving,” she said as she drew her sword and dagger.

The women put on their travel packs, and we headed down the hall. I had my knife ready. Light was coming in from small openings in the outer wall of the building, letting us see a little. Kazumi lit her staff to provide more light.

We made our way out of the building and then headed eastward. After a short walk past a few more overgrown buildings, we reached the city wall.

“This is where we entered the city,” Nikita explained.

The opening was about forty feet wide. The stone blocks that made up the wall were strewn towards the interior. A few slender trees grew among the rubble.

“We were lucky to find this section of collapsed wall so near to where we reached the city,” Kazumi said as we climbed over the rubble.

As we reached the top of the pile of rubble between the still standing walls, I paused and examined the debris.

“The wall didn’t collapse here. It was breached,” I said.

The girls stopped and looked at me.

“How can you tell?” Kazumi said.

“The stones have been pushed inward, toward the city,” I explained.

“Oh,” the elf said as she noticed the pattern.

Nikita just looked at me for a moment.

“Let's go, that stream is just up ahead,” Nikita said as she walked down to the ground outside of Kidochu.

The girls filled up their canteens after we had drunk our fill. I looked up at the sky. Dark clouds were moving in from the west. I wondered if it was going to rain.

Nikita looked up at the sky.

“We haven’t seen rain in almost three weeks. Looks like our luck might run out today,” she said as she began following the stream’s flow.

“I wonder if this stream will join that little river we had to cross,” Kazumi said.

“Hopefully. It seems to be heading in the right direction,” Nikita replied.

We walked in a northeasterly direction for a few hours, keeping the stream to our right. Once, we saw a large bear in the distance on the other side of the stream. Nikita led us a little away from the stream as we tried to avoid it. I saw the bear watching us for a minute, before it turned and walked in the other direction.

We stopped for lunch on a little hill close to the stream. The girls pulled out something like crackers from their travel packets. Kazumi handed me one. I looked at it curiously.

“Hardtack,” she said.

The hardtack was a dense, dry biscuit. It didn’t really taste like anything. We ate quickly and then continued our journey.

“Do one of you want me to carry your pack?” I offered as we followed the stream.

“They aren’t heavy,” Kazumi answered.

I asked why they didn’t just place them in Nikita’s secret storage.

“A trick my parents taught me,” Nikita said as she continued walking.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Nikita looked around before answering softly.

“If I get captured and I escape, I have some supplies with me that my captors don’t know about. The travel bags are a decoy. We keep a few things in them so as not to arouse suspicion,” Nikita explained.

“Smart,” I said and nodded approvingly.

The stream slashed along beside us, providing a soothing background noise as we walked through the woods. I saw some deer, squirrels and birds, but nothing dangerous.

The rain started in the middle of the afternoon. Kazumi's cloak had a hood which gave her some protection. Nikita pulled out a traveler’s cloak from her storage.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have a spare,” Nikita apologized.

I just shrugged and gave her a smile. I was drenched after a while.

As the day turned into twilight we began to search for shelter. We settled on a carved-out space in the side of a small hill. A tree growing above the shallow opening provided some protection from the rain.

Kazumi used her staff to grow some vines from the tree above us. They grew downwards, forming a tent like enclosure. It wasn’t perfect, but it kept most of the rain off of us.

“Thanks, Kazumi,” I said appreciatively.

“You are very welcome!” she smiled from under her hood.

“I wish we could risk a fire,” Nikita said as she sat down with her back against the hillside.

“Do you think there is danger nearby?” I asked.

“On the other side of the river, we saw the remains of a large camp. It’s said that Wild Elves make their home on this side of the Marad Mountains,” Nikita explained.

“Wild Elves are dangerous?” I asked.

Both of the girls looked at me in astonishment.

“Everyone knows that Wild Elves hate everyone. They even make war on each other,” Nikita said.

I just shrugged. It was frustrating not knowing anything about where I had found myself. It was also dangerous. I was lucky I had convinced these two women to let me join them.

I watched as Nikita fiddled with the copper ring on her finger. A moment later she was pulling out some dried meat and fruit from her storage device. They ate in silence, listening to the rain falling outside of their little shelter.

“We will keep watch in the same order as last night. I don’t have a good way to tell time, so we will wake each other up when we get tired,” Nikita said.

I leaned back into the hillside. Kazumi snuggled up beside me. She looked quite dry and comfortable in her cloak. Nikita sat a little forward, her sword across her knees. I closed my eyes. I fell asleep thinking that I needed to get a cloak at the first opportunity.

The night was uneventful. We ate breakfast and then headed out. It was still raining.

It was midmorning when Nikita held up her hand, motioning us to stop.

“Giant Spider,” she whispered and pointed ahead and to our left.

I followed her finger. I didn’t see it at first as it was partially hidden by a tree.

“It sees us,” Kazumi said as the spider began to scurry towards us.

“Val, stand back. Let us handle this,” Nikita said as she crouched with her sword and dagger at the ready.

Kazumi moved over to stand to her left and a little behind her. Her staff began to glow.

The spider was as big as a small horse and covered with short grey fur. Huge eyes locked on Nakita as saliva dripped from its fangs. Its eight spindly legs scurried along the ground. When it was about fifteen feet from Nikita, I saw it gather itself for a pounce.

Suddenly vines snaked around the front four legs of the monster, pulling it downward just as it tried to jump. The spider launched into the air for a brief instance before it crashed to the ground awkwardly. It began biting the vines, snapping them with its mandibles.

Nikita ran forward and drove her sword into the spider's mouth as it turned to look at her. The spider let out a muffled, high-pitched squeal as its legs splayed out and its body collapsed to the ground. Nikita jumped backwards, pulling her sword out as she did so.

They looked around, to make sure there were no other threats.

“Do you think there are more of these things nearby?” I asked.

The girls were peering out towards the nearby trees.

“I don’t think so. If there were more nearby, we should be able to see some of their webs amongst the trees,” Kazumi said.

“Probably a random,” Nikita said, breathing heavily from the excitement and adrenaline rush of battle.

She knelt down and wiped her blade on some wet leaves.

“Are we going to take its eyes?” Kazumi asked.

Nikita looked around. She was clearly torn.

“No. If there are Wild Elves nearby and they find this carcass with its eyes gone, they will know that adventurers have been here. We leave them,” Nikita said.

Kazumi let out a sigh. She saw my puzzled expression.

“Giant spider eyes are worth good coin. Potion makers pay a premium for them,” the elf explained as we followed after Nikita.

“Where did you two learn to fight giant spiders?” I asked her.

“There is a small but dangerous forest two days journey from Breakhold. It's home to a colony of giant spiders. Nikita and I would hunt spiders there last year. That’s where we perfected our technique. It was a good way to gain experience for leveling up. And we made decent money selling the eyes,” she said.

We trudged along through the wet leaves all day, stopping briefly under a tree for a quick lunch. As the sky began to darken, we started to look for shelter for the night.

As I walked around a tree, I froze. Right in front of me was a snarling wolf!

“Wolf!” I shouted to alert the others.

The creature took a few quick steps at me then snapped at my legs. I slammed my knife into the side of its head as I moved my right leg out of the way of its snapping jaws.

My swing was lucky as I caught the wolf in its eye. The blade slammed into its brain, and it collapsed, dead before it even hit the ground.

Nikita and Kazumi hurried over, cautiously scanning for more wolves. No other threats appeared.

“It must have been a lone wolf and not a random,” Kazumi said as she began to relax.

“No. It was a random. Just not for us,” Nikita said as she sheathed her sword and knelt next to the wolf’s body.

It was then that I saw a short staff sticking out of the wolf’s body, lodged in the muscle of its back leg. Nikita used her knife to dig out a broken arrow from the dead wolf.

She wiped her knife on the fur and then stood up to show us. The arrowhead was made out of stone.

“Wild Elves,” she said softly.

“I know it's getting dark but let's put some distance between us and this carcass,” she said, and we headed eastward again.

It was fully night when we stopped. We were having difficulty seeing and Kazumi was hesitant to use her light. We finally settled on a stand of close standing trees. The elf used her staff to quickly grow some vines over their heads as the rain grew stronger.

We spent a restless night in our little hideaway. We took turns taking little naps as none of us could sleep well knowing that there could be Wild Elves nearby.

As I tried to fall asleep, I noticed that the little red light was blinking. I concentrated and a message screen popped up.

Achievement:

Level 2 Reached

I looked at my Stats screen. They were all still at 15. I checked my status screen.

Status

Health: 85/85

Mana: 55/55

Stamina: 105/105

Level: 2

Experience: 86

Points to next Level: 114

Attack: 20 (25)

(Steel Knife +5)

Defense: 20 (25)

(clothes +2)

(leather boots +3)

I noticed that my health had increased by 10 points and my mana and stamina had increased by 5 points. I did a quick calculation. I had needed 75 experience points to reach level 2. Now I needed 125 points to reach level 3.

I hoped that the rewards for reaching the next level increased along with the increase in points I needed to level up. I drifted off to sleep as I wondered how I could level up faster.

In the morning we found the stream again and continued eastward. The little stream had become wild, swollen with the rainwater. In some areas we had to detour wide around little pools that had formed as the stream overflowed its banks.

The rain increased in intensity around midday. We began to look for a safe spot to eat lunch.

“Maybe under those trees over there,” Kazumi suggested.

A horn sounded behind us in the distance. Nikita and Kazumi looked at each other in alarm. Another horn to our left answered. The second horn sounded much farther away.

“Do you think they have discovered us?” the elf asked worriedly.

“Let’s not wait around to find out. Hurry!” Nikita sheathed her weapons, and she took off running.

She led us eastward. We no longer proceeded with caution, running as fast as we could over the wet ground. A few times we slipped and fell, stopping to help each other up in a mad dash to put distance between us and the Wild Elves.

As we ran, the horns sounded again. They both sounded closer. We redoubled our efforts, pushing harder.

I heard the horns again. They were closing in on us. Fifteen minutes later I heard a cry behind us.

“Outlanders!” a voice shouted.

I heard a noise behind me. It sounded like something striking wood.

“Thunk” I heard it again. Suddenly an arrow buried itself into a tree in front of me and I realized what the noise was. They were shooting at us.

“Arrows! Dodge between the trees!” I yelled to the girls.

They began to take evasive action. It sounded like the arrows had stopped. I heard no more “thunks” near me. It helped the trees were growing thicker here providing cover for us.

I took a quick glance behind me as I ran, but I couldn’t see anyone. As I turned back around, I had to skid to a stop as I crashed into Kazumi who had stopped right in front of me. I wrapped my arms around her to keep her upright.

We stumbled to the edge of a ledge in front of us. Beneath us was a raging torrent of water. We were on a little overlook above a river. An uprooted tree sped past, carried along by the water.

“The river is flooded!” Nikita said in dismay as she jogged to a stop next to us.

An arrow whizzed by, an inch from my face. I looked up stream to where some warriors were running towards us through the trees.

“No, I want them alive!” I heard a voice shout from among them.

We wheeled to face them. I wondered if Kazumi’s magic could save us somehow.

I had the strangest sensation of vertigo as the ledge we were standing on collapsed into the river. I plunged into the cold water. My right hand struck a rock, and I lost my grip on my knife, losing it in the water.

I used my arms and legs to reach the surface, gasping for air as my head came out of the water. I fought to stay above surging waves. An arrow splashed into the water near me and then another to the right. I ducked under the surface, swimming with the current to move to my left. I stayed under for a few moments before surfacing again for air. No more arrows landed near me. Either they had given up or the swift water had taken me out of range.

“Val!” I heard Kazumi yell my name.

Kazumi was astride a tree trunk in the middle of the river. I thought I could see Nikita holding on for dear life behind her.

“Grab the vines!” she yelled.

A wave crashed into me, sending me tumbling in the water. I resurfaced a few moments later, searching for the women.

Their tree was about thirty feet ahead of me. As a wave lifted me up out of the water, I saw a couple of vines snaking through the water towards me. I swam towards them, doing my best to head in the direction of the tree.

I went under again. As I broke the surface, I felt something wrapping around my wrist. I grabbed the vine with my hand and brought my other hand forward to grab on as well.

I started climbing hand over hand up the vine towards the tree. Water splashed up my nose as a wave took me under again. The vines helped pull me up again. I coughed and tried to keep my head above the water as I caught my breath.

It was only a few feet to the tree. I kicked my legs as I started pulling myself along again. A moment later Kazumi was helping me climb onto the tree trunk. I straddled the tree with my legs, lungs heaving as I caught my breath.

“I thought we lost you!” the elf cried.

I could see the worry in her eyes.

“Thank you,” I said as I placed my hand over hers where she was clinging to her staff.

I looked past her. Nikita had her arms and legs wrapped around the tree as she held on tightly.

“How did you manage to hold onto your staff?” I asked as I remembered that I had lost my knife.

“Vines,” Kazumi said.

I looked at her wrist. Sure enough, there was a vine growing from the staff and it had wrapped itself around her forearm.

I blinked my eyes to clear the rain and river water as a wave splashed us. I looked over my shoulder. We were traveling downriver at a fast rate. If the Wild elves were still pursuing us, they had been left far behind.

“I think we’re safe from the Wild Elves. Now we need to get out of this river,” I said loudly so they could hear me over the rushing water.

“Maybe I can lash another tree to this one to give us a more stable platform,” Kazumi said.

“There is a small tree to your left,” Nikita shouted.

A tree about half the size of ours was bobbing in the water about twenty feet away from us.

“I will see if my vines are strong enough to bring it closer to us!” Kazumi yelled.

Nikita yelled something back. I couldn’t hear what she said over the noise of the water.

“What?” Kazumi yelled.

At least that’s what I think she said. The roar of the water seemed so much louder.

Kazumi looked back towards Nikita and then she started pointing frantically down the river as she yelled something I couldn’t understand.

I looked past her shoulder. The river was foggy ahead of us as clouds of mist obscured the way. I saw Nikita look over her shoulder for a moment then she looked back towards us. Her face was filled with terror.

The noise was getting even louder. It finally dawned on me... there was a waterfall ahead of us! We would be going over it in a matter of seconds!

I saw Nikita yelling something. I wasn’t sure, but I think she was yelling “Jump!”. As the tree started tilting over the edge, Nikita flung herself to the left while Kazumi jumped to the right. I tried to jump next as the tree lifted me up into the air as it went over the falls. I couldn’t jump... My hand was entangled in the vines attached to the tree!

The wind rushed past me as I grabbed the trunk tightly with my arms and legs. The tree crashed into the water at the bottom of the falls. The force of the impact ripped me from my perch as the vines finally snapped.

I fought to keep consciousness as my legs touched the bottom. I gave a mighty kick and used my arms to swim upwards. I broke the surface, greedily gulping air. I couldn’t believe I had survived the fall. I looked back towards the falls. Thankfully it had only been about a thirty-foot drop.

I searched for the girls. To my right I saw Kazumi’s blond head bobbing in the water near a log. Vines were pulling her closer to it. I looked to my left, searching for Nikita. I saw her treading water near me. She was struggling to stay afloat as the rough water started pulling us downstream again.

I swam towards her and hooked my arm under hers, lifting her so she could breathe easier. I started kicking my legs and using my free arm to swim in the direction of Kazumi.

“Don’t use your arms. Just kick your legs to push us in the direction I am going. I will hold your head up out of the water,” I shouted to her as she tried to use her arms to swim.

Nikita relaxed and did as I told her. Soon vines were helping us along and then Kazumi was pulling us up onto her log. Nikita and I laid on top of the tree, our arms and legs wrapped around it as we tried to catch our breath.

The elf was bringing another nearby log close to us with her vines.

“Be careful, I am bringing a log next to us,” she cautioned.

Nikita and I slid off the side of our log for a moment, holding on with our arms as Kazumi tied the second log to the first log. We then pulled ourselves back on top. The elf had created a mini raft for us. We lay down across the logs, exhausted from our flight and our fight to survive the river.


Chapter Four


The river was wider here as the flow of water spread out. I leaned on my elbow and looked towards the riverbank. We had been drifting closer to the left bank as we floated with the current for the last twenty minutes.

Or what had been the riverbank, I thought. The river had overflowed the bank and many of the trees were partially submerged. Our speed slowed down quite a bit as the water spent some of its energy going wide instead of just rushing down its usual channel.

“We need to get to the shore,” Nikita said.

“Let’s put a little more distance between us and those Wild Elves,” I suggested.

“Do you think they are still following us,” Nikita asked as they both sat up and nervously looked back up the river.

“Hopefully they think we drowned. I’d rather be safe than hopeful,” I replied.

We drifted eastward for another hour. Even though it was warm, I felt chilled to the bone after all the rain and then falling into the river. The girls looked miserable.

I looked up at the clouds. It felt like the rain was finally starting to slow down. Ahead of us, in the distance I could see a rocky hill. It looked like the river would be bending southeastward because of the rise in the land.

I looked around the water near us and spotted a piece of driftwood.

“Kazumi, can your vines reach that piece of wood?” I asked.

The elf nodded and soon she was handing me a ten-foot piece of wood. It was fairly straight and not too rotted.

“The river shouldn’t be too deep here. I’m going to try to pole us over to the shore,” I explained.

The water was only about four feet deep here. I was able to use the wood to push us towards the left bank. I carefully pushed us around to avoid the half-submerged trees.

As we reached the shallows, Kazumi used a couple of vines to halt our little raft.

“Be careful. The ground is going to be muddy,” I cautioned as we stepped off the logs.

The rain became a slow drizzle as we stepped out of the river onto the wet leaves of the forest floor. I had lost my knife, so I considered keeping the ten-foot pole as a weapon. I decided it wouldn’t be useful amongst the trees, so I tossed it aside. Hopefully, I could find a smaller stick that I could use as a club.

“Which way should we go?” Kazumi asked.

Nikita looked around and I could tell she was debating.

“That hill should be just ahead if we keep the river to our right. We should head for the high ground. Even if it stops raining, the river will continue to rise for a day or two,” I suggested.

“How do you know that?” Nikita asked with a frown.

I thought about it for a moment. I couldn’t remember how I knew.

“I just know,” I shrugged.

Nikita turned to the east, drawing her weapons as she headed towards the hill. Kazumi and I followed.

We climbed carefully as the ground started to rise. I saw a two-foot piece of wood lying among the leaves. I picked it up and examined it. It felt sturdy and I could use it as a club for now.

“What are you doing?” the elf asked as she looked back to see me giving the club a few practice swings.

“I need a new weapon,” I replied.

“What happened to your knife?” Nikita asked as she stopped and turned back towards me.

“I dropped it in the river when we went into the water,” I explained.

Nikita frowned and shook her head in disappointment as she turned around. We continued up the hill. About halfway up, there was an indent which formed a wide ledge. It served like a path, and we followed it around to the eastern face of the hillside.

This side of the hill was sheer here with fewer trees. I could see over the treetops below us from our vantage point. The river was clearly visible to our right.

The water flowed between hills that rose ahead of us as it turned to the southeast briefly before turning eastward again.

“There’s a little cave over here!” Nikita said excitedly.

A short way down the path, an opening was visible in the hillside to the left. We gathered near the entrance. The leaves and debris at the entrance didn’t look like they had been disturbed for some time.

Kazumi shone her light into the darkness. From what I could see, the cave was only about fifteen feet deep and maybe eight feet wide. The walls of the cave curved and peaked upward for about a dozen feet where they met.

“There are some old bones of small animals, but it doesn't look like anything has used this cave for a long time,” Kazumi said.

The floor near the entrance was littered with piles of dry leaves that had drifted in through the years.

“I know there might be Wild Elves near us, but I need I a fire. My body is chilled, and we need to dry these clothes,” Nikita said.

“We can gather some wood from outside and use these dry leaves to get a fire started,” I suggested.

Nikita and I gathered some wood while Kazumi kept watch. Once we had enough wood, Kazumi used her magic to grow vines across part of the entrance, helping to hide the opening.

“The vines will help hide the entrance and the light from the fire. It won’t help with the smoke or the smell of wood burning,” Kazumi explained.

It took us some time to get a fire going because the wood was so wet. Once we had it going, Nikita started stripping off her wet clothes and laying them out by the fire to dry. Kazumi started doing the same. Their cloaks had kept most of the rain off, but the dunk in the river had soaked both of them.

After a moment, the girls were naked and Nikita was pulling out our sleeping mats from her storage device.

“What are you waiting for? We’ve already seen you naked,” the elf said with a little laugh.

I smiled and started stripping off my clothes. I laid them as close to the fire as I could, just past the girls’ clothes.

“As the clothes dry, we can move the wetter pieces closer,” Nikita said.

We sat down on the mats and Nikita opened her storage again.

“I only have two blankets in my storage,” Nikita said as she handed Kazumi one of the blankets.

“I can share with Val,” she said as she sat next to me on my mat, wrapping the blanket around both of us.

Her hand was draped across my shoulders. Her body was cool to the touch, and she was shivering.

“Wrap your arm around me. It will help warm us up,” the elf said.

I slipped my arm around her waist, pulling her close so her thighs and sides were touching mine. She felt nice. She was fit but she was also softly curved. Her wet hair smelled like a summer forest.

“Nikita don’t be shy. Pull your mat over and snuggle up on Val’s other side. It will help all of us to warm up,” Kazumi said as she looked at her friend.

Nikita slid over and wrapped her blanket with ours. Her slender arm slid around my waist, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. Nikita was taller than Kazumi. Where the elf was softly curved, Nikita was fit with the toned muscles of a fighter. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her body.

We huddled together for a time as our bodies warmed up with the help of the small fire and our shared contact. I felt myself getting drowsy.

Nikita got up and threw some more wood on the fire. The damp wood sputtered and smoked, making our eyes burn for a minute until the wood finally began to burn properly.

Nikita passed some food to us, and we ate quietly as we huddled together.

“It’s still light outside, do you care If I close my eyes for a little bit. I’m exhausted,” Kazumi said.

I glanced towards the opening. Through the vines I could still see the light of day. I guessed that it was late afternoon.

“Why don’t we lay down for a bit. I doubt any animal will try to get in here during the day. I need to rest too,” Nikita added.

“I have an idea,” I said as I stood up.

My body shivered as the cool air of the cave touched my bare skin. The girls watched me curiously as I gathered up a few of the smaller pieces of wood that we had gathered. I walked over to Kazumi's vines and laced the pieces of wood through the vines.

“If someone or something tries to push their way through the vines, the wood will fall and alert us,” I explained as I walked back to the girls.

“Good idea!” the elf said as her eyes traveled up and down my body.

Nikita was checking out my body as well.

“Are you sure you are not a warrior? Your body is fit and strong,” Nikita said as I sat down between them.

“I wish I could remember,” I said.

“Lay down between us,” Kazumi said as she placed her hand on my chest and gently pushed me flat onto the mat.

The elf snuggled up into the crook of my right arm. A moment later Nikita did the same on my left side.

Lying down between two beautiful and naked women was not easy. I had to fight feelings of arousal as I tried to concentrate on other things.

The warmth of their bodies was soothing. I was tired. We had been slogging through the rain for the last few days. The flight through the woods and our struggles in the river a few hours ago had also taken their toll. After only a couple of minutes, both women were breathing evenly as they fell asleep.

I tried staying awake, but it was useless. I felt my eyes getting heavy as the warmth from our “snuggling” seeped into me, chasing the cold away and comforting me. With a final sigh of contentment, I fell asleep.
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I heard an owl softly hooting. I opened my eyes. It was dark and it took me a moment to remember where I was as I wondered at the weight on my arms.

I smiled as I realized the “weight” was the two women snuggled tight against me. Kazumi was pressed tight against my right side, and I could feel her soft breath on my neck. Nikita had her head on my chest and her leg was thrown across my legs.

As my eyes adjusted, I could make out the cave. The fire had burned down low, but the red coals were still throwing off a faint light.

I slowly shifted my body so that I freed my arm from under Kazumi without waking her. It took me a bit longer to extricate myself from Nikita’s embrace.

I stood up quietly and added a few more pieces of wood to the fire. I checked my clothes. They were still a little damp. I moved our clothes around, moving the items that felt dry away from the fire so I could put damp items closer to the fire.

The girls were still sleeping soundly. I walked over and arranged the blankets around them so they were properly tucked in. Then I sat down on the corner of the mat closest to the fire. The cave wasn’t very big, and the fire had warmed it up enough that I wasn’t particularly cold, even though I was still naked.

As I sat there, gazing into the fire, I tried to remember my past. Nothing. I could not remember anything before I had woken up inside of that box, inside of the temple.

I glanced at my status screens. Nothing had changed since the last time I had looked at them. Then I wondered about the screens themselves. What were they? I felt like I had used them before. There was a familiarity to them. The girls sounded like they had something similar that they could look at as well.

I heard one of the girls shifting around behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw Nikita looking at me.

“What are you doing?” she asked quietly.

“I woke up a little bit ago. The fire was low, so I threw on some more wood,” I whispered.

“I’m going to sleep a little longer. When you get tired, wake me up and then you can sleep again,” she said.

I nodded in agreement and Nikita closed her eyes and rolled closer to Kazumi. I sat there watching the campfire as I listened for any strange noises that might come from the cave entrance.

I wondered what kind of adventure the next day would bring us. It had been an interesting couple of days. We fought wolves and a giant spider. We had been chased by Wild Elves and almost drowned in a river.

I looked over at the sleeping girls. I was sitting in a cave with two beautiful naked women. Nikita had her sword out of its sheath, on the ground next to her side of the mat. Kazumi's staff was lying on the ground next to where she was sleeping.

The girls were competent adventurers. They had taken down the spider quickly and efficiently, Nikita bravely waiting until the last moment to stab it with her sword. Kazumi's quick thinking and her magic vines had saved us from drowning in the river.

I was glad the two of them had been there when I had woken up in the temple. The elf was friendly and helpful. Nikita was a bit bossy and frowned a lot. I guessed that she had been the leader of the adventure group that had set out for Kidochu.

After some time had passed, I felt my eyes getting heavy. I caught myself nodding off, so I reached over and gently shook Nikita’s leg through the blanket. She sat up suddenly, her hand reaching out for her sword.

I gave her a wry smile and she visibly relaxed as she realized there was no immediate threat. She stood up and went over to check her clothes. I admired her legs and ass as she bent down near me.

“Good, my clothes are dry,” she whispered.

I watched her dress. It was sexy watching her pull on her leggings. Her pert little breasts jiggled as she struggled to pull the leather fabric over the curve of her bottom. She saw me watching her. Her brows furrowed in disapproval.

I just smiled and then I lay down next to Kazumi. I pulled the blankets over my body as Nikita slid her top on, her back towards me. I looked towards the elf, her back was to me as she slept on her side.

I inched closer so my side was touching her. The faint tingling sensation wherever our skin touched was still there. I wondered what it meant.

The tingling must have disturbed the elf’s rest, because she turned towards me. Without opening her eyes, she snuggled against me, resting her head on my chest. I fell asleep with a smile on my face, enjoying the soft warmth of Kazumi's body pressed up against me.

Sometime later I felt the elf stir. I half opened my eyes and watched her get out of bed. She let out a yawn and stretched. It was still dark near the cave entrance, and I guessed that Nikita had woken her to take over the watch.

Kazumi picked up her clothes and began getting dressed. The elf had a nicely rounded ass, and her breasts were fuller than Nikita’s. Both women were beautiful, just in different ways.

Nikita stretched out beside me. I smiled as I saw that she turned to her side and avoided touching my naked body. I rolled over on my side so that we were back-to-back and slowly drifted back to sleep.
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“Wake up, you two sleepy heads!” I heard Kazumi say.

I tried to get up and then realized that Nikita’s arm was wrapped tightly around my chest. One of her legs was also draped over my thigh as I lay on my side.

“Whaaa...,” Nikita mumbled.

A moment later, she disentangled herself from me, quickly rolling away and standing up. I tried not to smile as I sat up on the mat.

The early morning sunlight was slanting through the vines at the cave entrance. I stood up and stretched as the blanket slipped down to my feet. I noticed that Kazumi was looking at me appreciatively while Nikita turned her head away.

I went over to check my clothes. They were warm and dry. I got dressed as Nikita pulled out breakfast for us.

“Which direction are we going today?” I asked as we finished eating.

Nikita brushed off her hands and then used her ring to access her storage area. She pulled out a rolled-up piece of paper.

“Could I have some more light, Kazumi?” she asked as she spread the paper out between us.

The elf used her staff to brighten the area. I saw that the paper contained a crudely drawn map.

“I copied this from an old map in the Earl’s longhouse in Burren,” Nikita explained.

Her finger pointed to a small circle at the top of the map. Then she traced a line southward.

“We followed this road south to a logging camp at the edge of the Lynnwood Forest. We were following what was left of an old trade road through the woods when we were attacked by that group of bandits. Once we were through the forest, we crossed the mountains,” she said as she pointed to a line of upside down “V”’s she had drawn.

The mountains came down at an angle from the upper left and then made a west-east line across part of the middle of the map.

“The old road was blocked by a rockfall, so we had to find another path,” Kazumi added.

“That’s when the Frost Troll attacked you?” I asked.

“Yes. We were able to find the road again once we were through the mountains, but then we came across the signs of Wild Elves in the area. We kept to the thicker part of the forest until we crossed the river. The river wasn’t marked on the map I copied,” Nikita continued.

“The river was gently flowing and not that deep, compared to the raging torrent it is now!” the elf added.

I nodded. Nikita’s finger tapped a large “X” on the map.

“After a few days of exploring we finally found Kidochu. In my dream, I had seen that the Trickster’s Temple was in the center of the city. It did not take us long to locate it,” Nikita said.

“Is our goal to reach Burren?” I asked and pointed to the circle at the top of the map.

“Originally, yes,” Nikita said as she frowned at the map.

I could see her mind working as she pensively chewed her lip.

“We have been driven eastward. The Wild Elves are probably west of us. The remains of the large camp we came across were north of the river. I am not sure if there are any passes through the mountains north of here,” Nikita said as she pointed to the mountains east of where they had crossed.

“What is on the other side of the mountains over here?” I asked as I pointed to the blank space north of the mountains and east of Burren.

“Let me try to remember the original map,” Nikita said as she closed her eyes for a moment.

Kazumi gave me a little smile as we waited quietly.

“I think there were a couple of settlements marked somewhere over there. If I remember correctly, the area was marked as “Hochwald”,” Nikita finally said.

“If we keep the river to our right, it looks like we will head eastward. Why don’t we travel in that direction. After we put some distance between us and the Wild Elves we can head north and look for a pass through the mountains,” I suggested.

Nikita nodded.

“The mountains might be smaller there. I don’t think the map showed them going too far in that direction,” Nikita said as she rolled the map up.

She opened her storage and placed the map and our sleeping mats and blankets inside of it.

“You wouldn’t have any spare weapons inside your storage?” I asked before she closed it up again.

Nikita glanced at me and thought for a moment.

“I saved Ritsu’s bow and arrow quiver. Do you have any archery skills?” she asked.

I thought about it for a moment. I knew what a bow and arrows were. But I could not remember if I had ever used one.

“I don’t know. I can’t remember,” I answered as I frowned, angry that I could not recall anything about my past.

“He has a high dexterity. He might be able to use it,” Kazumi said hopefully.

Nikita shrugged and pulled out a quiver of arrows. She handed them to me and then she handed me the bow.

I attached the quiver to my belt and then slung the bow over my shoulder.

The girls were looking at me with strange expressions on their faces.

“What?” I asked in concern.

The elf laughed.

“The way you quickly attached the quiver and slung the bow on your shoulder. It’s like you have done it a thousand times before!” Kazumi said.

I looked down at the quiver and then gave them a smile.

“I hope you are right. I can’t wait to try it. Maybe I can catch us dinner later,” I said.

“I hope so too. I could use a break from our travel food!” the elf said.

“Do you have any other weapons in there that he could use?” the elf added.

Nikita shook her head.

“No, just the broken sword,” she replied.

“Broken sword?” I asked as I vaguely recalled hearing them talk about it as I awoke in that box.

Nikita knelt and pulled out the sword. She stood up and turned towards me. She was holding a sword with the top part broken off. A two-foot blade ended in a zigzag line where the rest of the blade was missing.

“The tip is broken off, but I guess you could use this like a large knife or dagger. I don’t have a scabbard for it,” Nikita said as she handed the pommel to me.

I took the sword and held it up. I felt a tingling sensation and the broken blade began to glow with a faint golden light. The girls both let out gasps of surprise.

Suddenly the rest of the blade flew out of the storage unit. As it sped upwards, it narrowly missed Nikita’s head. The blade fragment sliced through a couple stray strands of her brown hair. With a metallic ringing noise, the two pieces of blade snapped together as the yellow glow flared for a fraction of a second.

The three of us stood motionless in surprise as the strands of Nikita's cut hair slowly fell to the ground. The golden glow faded.

I brought the sword closer to my face to examine it. The blade had some kind of strange runes etched down the middle. I couldn’t read them. The pommel was long enough for a two-handed grip and it was topped with a bird’s head with the curved beak of a raptor. The eyes of the bird were small, dark blue gemstones. The cross guards were thick and shaped like a bird’s wings. It was surprisingly light in my hand.

“Let me see that sword!” Nikita said excitedly as she reached her hand out.

I passed the sword to her, and she took the pommel in her hand. Her eyes were wide as she held the blade up in front of her face.

“The vision was right! I found the weapon I needed in the temple!” she said in awe as the elf nodded.

A moment later, the jagged line appeared again on the blade. The top part of the blade fell off, landing with a dull thud at her feet.

“No!” Nikita said with an anguished cry.

She knelt down and picked up the top of the blade, cutting her finger as she tried to reattach it to the rest of the sword.

“Nikita! Put it down before you hurt yourself!” Kazumi said to her friend.

With a frustrated cry, she dropped the pieces of sword on the ground. Kazumi took her hand in hers. The elf’s hands glowed with green energy as the cut on Nikita’s finger closed up and healed.

“I don’t understand! Why did the sword come together for Val! It was my vision! My hope!” Nikita said angrily.

“Calm down, Nikita. Perhaps the sword is meant for Val to use,” the elf said soothingly.

“Val doesn’t remember anything! Why does he need the sword!” Nikita said in frustration.

“The Trickster plays strange games. Maybe the sword and Val, together, is what the god sent to help you!” Kazumi said encouragingly.

Nikita’s shoulders slumped and she let out a long sigh. She looked at me and nodded.

“Excuse my outburst. Please pick up the sword. It seems that it’s meant for you,” Nikita said woodenly as the two women stepped away from the broken blade.

I knelt and picked up the pommel, only lifting it up a few inches off the ground. As before, I felt a tingling sensation followed by the glow as the two pieces of the sword joined together again.

I stood up, looking at the sword in amazement.

“I wish I could remember,” I said to no one in particular.

“Hopefully, in time, your memory will return,” the elf said as she stared at the magnificent sword.

“Let’s get out of here. Kazumi, take down these vines,” Nikita said as she closed her storage and turned towards the cave entrance.


Chapter Five


We headed in a generally eastward direction. The clouds had disappeared, and the sun shone brightly in the blue sky. By late morning we were sweating as the air became thick and humid as the sun’s rays evaporated the moisture from the wet forest.

I noticed the river seemed to be rising still, so we pulled away from the flooded area as a precaution. Our boots were dirty with mud as we walked across patches where little puddles of water and old wet leaves had collected.

The morning passed uneventfully. For lunch, we sat on a fallen tree trunk and had a quick meal of hardtack and water. We faced different directions, keeping an eye out for danger.

An hour later, as we crossed a grassy meadow, a loud roar stopped us in our tracks. We looked to our left where the noise had come from. Suddenly a large brown bear reared up on its hind legs, perhaps 30 feet away from us. It was easily seven or eight feet tall. With another roar, the creature charged at us.

Kazumi's staff glowed green as she pointed it at the charging bear. Vines exploded out of the grass as they wrapped around the bear’s legs. They barely slowed the big animal down as its strength and momentum helped it rip through the living ropes.

The elf stepped back as the bear neared. Nikita circled to the right trying to distract the bear while Kazumi kept trying to trip it with vines. I quickly tossed my bow aside so it wouldn’t hinder me in the fight. I raised my sword over my head and the bear focused its eyes on me as it closed the last few feet.

“Val! Stay back!” I heard the elf yell in concern.

Just as the jaws snapped at me, I jumped to the left, slashing downward with my blade. I felt the blade bite and the bear let out a howl of pain. I ran forward a few feet as I looked over my shoulder. The bear was wheeling around to chase me, blood spurting from a deep gash in its shoulder. I raised my blade high again.

The bear’s eyes followed the hated sword’s motion as it charged again. The bear dove at me and I jumped to my right slashing the bear’s side as it passed me. As the creature tried to turn, Kazumi managed to finally trip the creature as her vines caught its wounded front leg. The bear tripped and crashed into the ground.

Nikita darted in and drove the point of her sword into one of its rear legs, damaging its hamstring, before running back again. The bear roared in anger and pain as it broke free from the vines and charged at me. As I hurriedly backed away, I saw that its gait was awkward as it struggled to put weight on its front leg. The leg that Nikita had stabbed glistened with frost.

The wound in its side was deep and long. The bear’s fur was turning red from the blood loss. As it closed in on me, the elf tripped it again. The bear crashed face first into the ground a few feet from me. I rushed forward and drove my sword into the bear’s skull as Nikita stabbed the bear’s other back leg.

The blade pierced the bone so easily that I stumbled forward, falling to one knee as my momentum pushed the blade in to the hilt. I felt a momentary panic so close to the creature’s reach, which turned to relief as I realized the bear was dead. My blade had killed it instantly.

Nikita walked around the bear to check on me, a look of worry on her face. She was breathing heavily from the adrenaline rush of battle. I took a deep breath and stood up, pulling the sword out of the bear’s carcass.

“Val! You were amazing!” Kazumi said as she ran over to us.

“Impressive. With that dexterity, you are very light on your feet,” Nikita added.

“The sword helps. It’s very light and very sharp,” I said as I looked at the weapon with a sense of awe.

“Bears have thick skin. The sword cut through it like it was thin cloth,” Nikita said as she looked at the cut in the bear’s side.

The bear’s rear leg was coated with a layer of thin ice.

“Is that from your frost element?” I asked Nikita as I pointed towards the frosted leg.

“I have a small chance of freezing an area of an enemy and causing frost damage when I strike it with a weapon,” Nikita explained.

“That’s useful,” I said.

“When I level up some more, my chance of causing frost damage will increase as will the amount of damage it will do,” she added.

I wiped my blade on the bear’s fur before jogging back to pick up the bow.

“Are we going to try to salvage it’s pelt?” Kazumi asked.

“No time. We need to keep moving,” Nikita said.

“Was this one of the random encounters you spoke of?” I asked as we continued our journey.

Nikita looked over towards the direction that the bear had come from.

“Hard to say. Bears live in the forests, so it may have been bad luck that it saw us and attacked. I hope it was a random,” she said thoughtfully.

“Why do you hope it was a random?” I asked curiously.

“Because it is said that the gods only send, at most, one or two randoms to test adventurers per day. If this was a random, that means we might not be bothered for a little while,” Nikita explained.

“There are also things that the gods send that are worse than a large angry bear. Significantly worse,” Kazumi added as she walked next to me.

“Do randoms always attack?” I asked.

“No, not always. Sometimes they are nearby, but they will not attack unless you provoke them. Some say that a large stag or a fat goat might also be sent by the gods as a random encounter which can provide nourishment for adventurers,” the elf said.

“What did your group encounter on your journey to Kidochu?” I asked, curious as to what they had seen.

“Oh, the usual. Giant rats and Spiders. Wolves. A few bears, but none attacked,” Kazumi replied.

“I still think those bandits that killed Ritsu were a random encounter, even though Bardok argued that they probably lived in the Lynnwood,” Nikita added as she jumped over an old fallen tree.

“Why do you think they were random?” I asked.

“As far as I could tell, the only settlement anywhere near the place where we encountered the bandits was the logging camp. The loggers are well defended by the Earl’s soldiers. There were no trade roads near there except the old one which is no longer used that leads to Kidochu,” Nikita explained.

“Speaking of Bardok... the Frost Troll that killed him might have been a random. We had not come across any danger for three days before that fateful encounter,” Kazumi added.

We fell silent as we made our way through the forest. When the sun began to dip low in the sky behind us, we began to search for a suitable campsite.

We moved away from the river, just in case the waters were still rising. A large tree had fallen over and was leaning on a couple of smaller trees. Kazumi wove some vines to give the shelter some walls and a tunnel entrance to hide the small campfire we made.

As the girls got the mats out and tended to the fire, I laid the sword next to them and went out to try my luck with the bow. I had seen some rabbits nearby as we scouted the area for shelter. I knocked an arrow and quietly walked around, pausing every few minutes as I scanned for movement.

There! A fat grey rabbit was chewing on something a few yards from me. I drew the arrow to my cheek and sighted. I released the string and the arrow shot forward, passing just above the startled rabbit and burying itself in the dirt just beyond it. I had missed! The rabbit scurried into the nearby bushes.

I shook my head and walked over and retrieved the arrow. I brushed the dirt off of it and saw that it could be used again. I looked up at the sky. Twilight was settling in, and I could see the first few stars of the evening. I headed back to the cave.

“No luck?” Kazumi asked as I bent down to enter the little tunnel she had made for an entrance.

“Just missed a rabbit,” I said.

“Don’t waste the arrows. We might need them someday,” Nikita admonished.

“I was able to retrieve the arrow,” I explained.

After we had eaten, we did our usual routine. Nikita took the first watch, I took the second and Kazumi took the third shift. I was tired, but not ready for sleep yet as I lay on my sleeping mat. I focused on the red light and pulled up my screens.

My inventory screen had changed.

Weapons

Hawkblade

Longsword (+5): 13

Attributes: locked

Standard Bow: 6

Arrows

(20) Iron tipped: 8

Miscellaneous

Quiver (capacity 40)

I was intrigued by the longsword entry. “Hawkblade”... I wondered if that was the name of this particular sword or if it denoted the type of longsword it was. And what did it mean by locked attributes I wondered?

I saw that I was close to leveling up to level three.

Everything else seemed the same. I was just about to close the screens when I noticed something different about the part that showed my nickname. After “Val”, there was now a little green arrow.

I focused on it and my name display changed from “nickname” to just “name”.

Name: Valerian Hawkblade

Race: Human

Class: ...

Level: 2

Element: ...

Valerian Hawkblade. It didn’t sound any more or less familiar to me than “Val” had sounded. It was certainly an impressive sounding name. Valerian Hawkblade I repeated in my mind. It was a good name. A champion's name.

The sword was also called Hawkblade. Was the sword named after me, or was I named Hawkblade after the sword, I wondered.

My class and element display had also changed. Instead of saying “none”, the screen was showing an ellipsis for each of them. Another puzzle for me to wonder about.

The sword and I were connected, otherwise it would not have become whole when only I touched it. I closed the screens and lay there for a while, pondering what the sword meant and how it was tied to me and my future. Not finding any answers, I finally drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Six


The next morning passed uneventfully. After we stopped for lunch, Nikita had us turn away from the river and head north towards the mountains. By late afternoon, the ground began to rise in gently rolling hills. We filled our canteens at a stream. The water was cold, flowing down from the nearby mountains.

We camped in a glade of small trees and Kazumi used her vines to make walls around us. The patchwork of vines was dense enough that we felt safe to risk a small campfire.

I tried my luck hunting again. This time I was successful, killing a rabbit with my first shot. The girls were happy for a change of pace from the dried food and hardtack they had been eating since their stop at the logging camp a couple of weeks ago. The arrow had broken, but I figured the hot meal was a worthy trade off.

As we ate our dinner, I told the girls what I had discovered about my name. I could see that they were as surprised as I had been by my full name.

“Valerian?” Nikita said. She had a thoughtful look in her eyes.

“Valerian Hawkblade,” Kazumi repeated a couple of times, almost as if tasting the words.

“What a strong name! A hero’s name!” the elf added as she looked at me with wonder in her blue eyes.

“Hero? Hmmph. He’s going to have to level up a lot if he is going to be a hero. A high-level fighter or mage won’t break a sweat against him!” Nikita said scornfully.

“I’m glad you have such a high opinion of my skills,” I said with a little laugh.

“Nikita is right, you are going to have to level up. Your low level makes you vulnerable,” Kazumi added soberly.

“How does one go about leveling up? I see that I am close to level three, but I don’t understand what that means. I don’t understand any of this,” I said to them.

The girls looked at each other in surprise.

“How can you not understand? Everyone is taught about levels and class and elements from the time they are a child!” Nikita said with a frown.

I gave her a wry smile.

“I wish I remembered. I don’t,” I replied.

“Oh, right,” Kazumi said with a nod.

“Levels are an indicator of how powerful and experienced you are. Each time you increase a level, your health, mana and stamina increase. When you hit level three, you will get your first bonus,” Nikita said.

“What is the bonus?” I asked.

“You will see a small increase in your attack and in your defense stats,” she explained.

“Health is a measure of how much damage you can withstand before dying,” Kazumi said.

“What is mana used for?” I asked.

“Mana is the power that feeds your magic. The more mana you have, the more magic you can do,” Nikita answered.

“Magic is also level dependent. As I level up, I will be able to cast more powerful spells. For example, I may have enough mana to cast a particular higher-level spell, but I can’t access it yet,” the elf added.

“What is stamina used for?” I asked.

“Stamina is a measure of your endurance. As you level up, your endurance gets stronger. You can run farther, or you can swing a sword longer without needing to take a break. Let’s say that two fighters are evenly matched, but the one has more stamina. The fighter will have the advantage because he will be able to launch more attacks,” Nikita explained.

I nodded to show that I understood.

“Class is the particular craft that someone specializes in. Basic classes include things like baker, blacksmith, merchant, farmer, jeweler or other tradesmen. People who have high stats and strong health or mana can choose from adventure classes like fighter, mage, or thief,” Kazumi said.

“Why can’t low stat people choose an adventure class?” I asked.

“Without some high stats or high health or mana, the odds of them getting killed are very high,” Nikita said.

“And not everyone that has decent stats wants to be an adventurer. Some might be guards or soldiers or maybe they choose a basic class and strive to become a master of their craft,” the elf added.

“What about elements?” I asked after a moment.

“Elements are... a sort of affinity that you have. For example, my element is Nature. The magic spells that I use are either neutral, like creating light or nature specific, like making vines grow. Nikita’s element is Frost, which in her case, gives her a chance to freeze and cause frost damage to an opponent. I can’t cast Frost spells,” the elf explained.

“Everyone has an element, which is strange that none shows up for you. Even common folk that have almost no mana, have an element. They often choose a job or class so that the little bit of mana they have might combine with their element to occasionally help them in some way,” Nikita added.

“How can I choose a class?” I asked after considering what they had said.

“If you concentrate on your class, are there any options that pop up?” Kazumi asked.

I pulled up my screen and focused on my class. No other option or arrow appeared.

“No. It doesn’t show anything new,” I said.

“But before, it said none and now it shows three little dots instead,” I added.

“Hmmm... maybe when you level up some more, it will allow you to finally choose a class,” the elf mused.

“Hopefully,” I agreed.

“You really are a strange case,” Nikita said.

“I’m glad the Trickster sent you to us. I just know that you will be a big help to us!” Kazumi said as she gave me a bright smile.

Nikita just looked at me with her pensive look as she chewed her lip in thought.

“I will do my best,” I said. I meant it. These two women had taken me in, and I planned on taking care of them and doing my best to keep them safe.

Later as I lay on my mat, I thought about what they had told me. The girls were at a significantly higher level than me. I would have to work hard to get my levels up quickly. What was especially troublesome was my lack of health. One wrong move and I could be killed quickly.

My strength and dexterity would give me the edge I needed in battle for now. I would have to rely on being nimble. The sword would help. I fell asleep determined to get better and improve.


Chapter Seven


The next morning brought us closer to the mountains. From the top of one of the taller hills we could see what looked like a gap in the ridge to the east of our position. We saw another bear as we made our way down the hill, but it was about 50 yards away from us.

The bear stood up on its hind legs, watching us warily. It was big, bigger than the bear we had fought. Nikita led us away from it and the bear didn’t pursue.

“If I kill that bear, will I get more experience, which will help me reach level 3?” I asked them as I stopped and looked back to the bear.

The elf wrapped her hand around my bicep and pulled me along.

“Don’t push your luck Val. That bear is bigger than the one you killed. One swipe of its paws or bite from its jaws and you might be beyond my healing skills,” Kazumi said.

“There will be other opportunities for you to level up,” Nikita added as we circled to the northeast.

We had lunch on top of another hilltop. The gap was easily visible from our position. The break formed a saddle between two of the smaller mountains.

“Hopefully that gap leads to an easy pass through the mountains,” Nikita said as she stood up.

The trees thinned out as we made our way along the lower slopes of the mountains. The peaks of the mountains were rocky and bare. To the northwest, I could see snow on some of the taller peaks.

We paused at the base of the gap. To me it looked like there were the remains of an old road leading down from the gap and into the forest.

“Was this an old road or path?” I asked.

The girls frowned as they looked at the ground. Nikita walked over and used her boot to kick away some of the dirt from the middle of the path. Sure enough, there were cobblestones buried under a layer of dirt.

“You’re right. It is an old road,” Nikita said.

“It hasn’t been used in a long time,” Kazumi said.

“I wish I had studied or copied more of that map in Burren,” Nikita said wistfully.

“Do you think it heads to Hochwald?” I asked.

Nikita looked northward.

“I would assume so. Maybe it was an old trade road to Kidochu,” Nikita said.

“It seems to be heading in the right direction,” Kazumi said as she started walking up the hill, using her staff as a walking stick.

Nikita followed after her. I looked behind us. The forest was quiet save for a few birds and squirrels. I rested Hawkblade on my shoulder and followed.

The old path made our journey easy as we climbed to the top of the saddle. The path ahead dipped down for a short distance before becoming relatively flat for about half a mile. The opening in the mountains then turned to the right as the path disappeared around a bend. Rock walls jutted down from the peaks, narrowing the path where it turned eastward.

“I hope we don’t find a rockslide around that corner like we did with the other pass through the mountains,” Kazumi said as we paused for a moment.

“Let’s hope,” Nikita said as she continued up the path.

I looked at the ridges around us. There was no other way around from here. If we found a dead end, we would have to backtrack and try our luck further east.

As Nikita reached the corner and turned to the right, she suddenly jumped back, holding her hand up for us to stop.

“What is it?” I said quietly as I moved the sword off my shoulder to a ready position.

Kazumi had taken her staff in both hands. Its tip glowed with green light as she readied her magic.

“A guard tower!” Nikita whispered as she moved to hug the nearby rock wall. Inching forward, she peered around the corner again.

“Do you see any guards?” the elf whispered.

“No. The tower looks old. Part of the top has crumbled away and some of the broken blocks are lying on the path next to it,” Nikita whispered in reply.

Nikita stepped back and turned towards us. I could see a look of worry on her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She looked towards me, chewing her lip as she thought about the tower and the possible danger it represented.

“It looks abandoned, but that doesn’t mean that it is. With only three of us, I hate to risk a fight,” she said.

The elf had gone over to peek around the rock wall edge.

“The path is narrow with only a few fallen boulders for cover. It will be almost impossible to sneak past it without being seen,” she said as she walked back to us.

I walked over and carefully looked around the corner. The path ahead slowly climbed up past a tall thin tower. The tower was made of stone blocks. From the arrow slits in its walls, I guessed that it had three floors. It was about 60 or 70 yards away.

As I watched, a man exited from a door in the left side of the building. I quickly pulled back as he looked down the path in my direction. I counted to ten and peeked around again. The man was still there, but he was looking in the other direction.

The man was wearing a horned helmet, and he had a large warhammer strapped across his back. He was wearing a thick fur coat, leggings and fur trimmed boots.

The man turned to the tower. He looked towards the tower’s top and yelled something. A woman with a bow strapped across her back came into view. She must have been standing on the far side of the tower top, facing the other direction. She leaned over and said something to the man on the ground.

“What is it?” Nikita whispered from right behind me.

“I see two people. One man with a warhammer and an archer on the roof of the tower,” I whispered.

“Are they enemies or neutral?” she replied.

“How would I know that?” I whispered in confusion.

“Use your second sight!” she replied in exasperation.

I blinked for a moment in confusion. Then I understood what she meant. I concentrated and brought up my screen.

The man with the hammer and the archer on the roof were both outlined in red. No other information was displayed.

“Both of them are outlined in red,” I said.

“Bandits! Random bandits,” Nikita whispered as she grabbed my arm and pulled me back from the corner.

“How do you know they are bandits?” I asked her.

“If they were guards, they would be outlined in blue. Blue means neutral. Green is an ally. Red is an enemy. Random bandits are always aggressive to outsiders. They attack anyone that gets near them. Normal bandits are neutral, they may or may not attack you. It depends if they think they can win or not,” Nikita explained.

“You said that random wolves are usually in groups of three. What about random bandits? How many might be in that tower?” I asked.

“Usually, three to five bandits in a random group,” Nikita replied.

“What are we going to do? Go back and try to find another gap through the mountains?” Kazumi asked.

Nikita looked back down the path we just climbed to get here. She was chewing her lip in thought again.

“Why can’t we fight them?” I asked.

The girls looked towards me. I could tell they were appraising my chances of surviving a battle with bandits.

“There could be five of them. There is no way of knowing what level they are,” Nikita said.

“One hit with that warhammer and you could be dead. Those things do a lot of damage if they connect,” Kazumi added, the concern easy to hear in her voice.

“What if we even the odds before we get close to them?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Nikita asked with a puzzled look on her face.

“I can use the bow. I am confident that I can hit the guy with the hammer. Maybe even the archer on the roof,” I replied.

The girls looked at each other. I could sense they were wavering.

“If we turn back now, there is no guarantee that we will find another way over the mountains nearby. More days travelling means more chances that some other random creatures will attack us. There may be Wild Elves near here as well,” I said.

“You told me that I need to defeat enemies to level up. I will never get stronger if I run from every battle. I don’t want to die. If I am not successful, we can run away from them,” I added.

Nikita let out a sigh.

“All right. You can try to take out the bandits from a distance,” Nikita said.

She opened her storage and handed me the bow and quiver.

“Listen, if they come out of the tower and charge towards you, we run. Do not hesitate. We live to fight another day,” Nikita said as her eyes bore into mine.

I nodded and walked back to the corner, hooking the quiver to my belt. I peeked around the corner. The bandit with the warhammer was now on the right side of the tower. He was facing away from me. I couldn’t see the archer on the roof.

I ducked behind the corner and set my sword on the ground behind me. I really needed to get a scabbard for it.

I pulled out an arrow and nocked it to the bow string. A quick peek around the corner showed me that the situation had not changed.

I stepped out from the wall and drew the string back to my ear. I held my breath as I aimed at the bandit. The path rose gently up to the tower. I aimed a little over his head as I gauged the distance between us.

I released the string, and the arrow flew towards the bandit. The bow string made a low humming sound, but the tower was far enough away that I doubted they could hear it.

I watched in dismay as the arrow flew over the bandit's head, missing him by several inches. The arrow crashed into stone somewhere on the far side of the tower’s rise.

The bandit crouched down, alerted by the sound. I ducked behind the corner. I counted to ten before peeking my head past the rocks. The bandit was walking back to his position, looking over his shoulder towards the direction the arrow had gone. He was holding his warhammer, ready for battle.

I ducked back behind the corner.

“What happened?” Nikita whispered from behind me.

“I missed. I aimed a little too high,” I said softly.

“Are they alerted?” the elf asked.

I peeked around the corner. The bandit was still looking away from me, his warhammer in his hands. I still didn’t see the archer. I pulled back and turned towards the girls.

“They heard the noise the arrow made when it landed past them. They are looking in that direction. I’m going to take another shot while they are distracted,” I explained and turned away before they could respond.

I nocked another arrow and slowly rounded the corner. I still couldn't see the archer. I drew the string back and aimed at the warhammer bandit. I held my breath and adjusted my aim down. I let the arrow fly.

My aim was true and the iron arrowhead tore into the bandit’s upper back. The bandit pitched forward, face first into the ground, his hammer making a loud racket as he landed on it.

Before the bandit hit the ground, I had another arrow nocked and drawn. I was scanning the tower, looking for the archer or anyone exiting from the door on the left. A second later, I saw the archer appear as she rushed to the tower parapet and looked down at her fallen comrade. She had her bow in her hand.

I could only see part of her shoulder and her head. I made a quick adjustment and let the arrow loose. It bounced off the stone parapet with a ringing noise of metal on stone. I had aimed too low.

I quickly nocked and drew another arrow as she called the alarm. From her high vantage point, she could easily see me below her. I carefully took aim as she drew her own bow. We let our arrows fly at the same time.

I felt more than saw her arrow pass to the left of my head. I felt the air of its passing as my arrow struck the archer in the head. I felt a rush of exultation at my lucky shot! The bandit fell backwards. If she wasn’t dead, I figured that she had to be badly injured.

A saw another bandit with a sword in his hand coming out of the side of the tower. I drew another arrow, but before I could nock it, Nikita had grabbed me and pulled me behind the cover of the rocks. I almost dropped my arrow.

“What are you doing! That arrow almost killed you!” she whispered angrily.

“I killed both of them. Another came out the tower,” I whispered back as I shrugged off her hand and peeked around the corner.

The third bandit was kneeling by the fallen bandit with the horned helm and warhammer. He started standing up and I ducked behind the rocks again. I nocked the arrow again and drew it back as I moved around the corner.

The bandit was looking right at me. He gave a yell and charged down the path, his sword raised high in his right hand. I carefully sighted towards his middle and let fly.

The arrow hit him in the left shoulder causing him to stumble for a moment before he recovered and continued his charge.

“I’ll kill you for that!” he yelled as I pulled another arrow to my cheek.

This one caught him in the stomach. The bandit doubled over and fell to his knees. He spat blood on the ground before collapsing. The arrow in his stomach was pushed out through his back from the weight of his fall.

I already had another arrow nocked and was scanning for more bandits. The tower was quiet.

“Good shooting,” Nikita said as she walked over to me.

“Do you think there are any more archers?” Kazumi asked as she peaked around the corner towards the tower.

“I don’t see anyone else,” I said.

“How many did you kill?” Nikita asked.

“Three,” I replied as I continued scanning for threats.

“That means there could be one or two more in the tower,” Nikita said.

“The odds are with us now,” I said.

“We approach with caution,” Nikita said as she started up the path.

Kazumi followed a little to the right of her. I put my arrow back in the quiver so I could grab my sword. I jogged back up to them and took up a position to Nikita’s left.

“Be careful of traps,” Nikita said.

We reached the tower. The path sloped down from the tower for about two hundred yards before gently curving to the right where it disappeared from view past some fallen rocks.

“Aaagghh!” A bandit in a chainmail shirt yelled as she charged out of the open doorway towards Nikita.

The bandit had a large axe in her hands, and she brought it down towards Nikita in a vicious blow. Nikita deflected the blow with her sword as she jumped back. I tossed my bow aside and rushed to help her.

Suddenly green vines snaked from Kazumi's staff and wrapped themselves around the bandit's lower legs. She swung her axe down, severing the connection to the staff, but they were still wrapped around her ankles. The bandit stumbled and this gave Nikita the opening she needed. She drove the point of her sword into the bandit's throat above the chainmail shirt.

The bandit fell over dead as I reached them. I continued to the Tower door, my sword up and ready to block any attack. The room inside was empty save for a wooden table and two chairs.

There was a small fireplace opposite the door. A fire was burning low there. Narrow stone steps spiraled around the inside of the tower leading upwards.

“Wait!” Nikita said as she joined me.

“Let me go first. I can take more damage than you,” she said as she pushed past me.

I was going to argue with her, but I realized she was right. From what they had explained, I was the most vulnerable of the three of them.

Nikita started walking up the steps and I followed her. Kazumi entered the room and watched us as we reached the second floor. It was empty save for a wooden chest and a couple of sleeping mats. We continued up the steps to the third floor as Kazumi reached the second floor.

The third floor had two more sleeping mats and a couple of wooden shelves with some miscellaneous items on them.

“I count four mats so far. We may have killed them all,” I said.

“Hopefully,” Nikita said as she started climbing the steps to the roof.

The only thing we found on the roof was the body of the dead archer. My arrow had pierced her left eye, killing her instantly.

“Nice shot,” Nikita said.

“Lucky,” I said with a shrug.

We went down to the third floor and found Kazumi waiting for us.

“I hope that chest has some good loot!” the elf said cheerfully.

“It had better,” Nikita replied as she headed back down the steps.

The chest was pushed back by the wall. Nikita and Kazumi examined it for traps.

“Seems safe,” Kazumi said as she reached for the lid.

“Wait! Let me do it. If I get injured, you can heal me. I can’t heal you,” Nikita said as she grabbed the elf’s wrist.

“Good thinking! Val, step back with me,” the elf said as she took me by the arm.

I watched as Nikita lifted up the chest lid. She was ready to jump back. I heard her sigh in relief as nothing bad happened.

“It’s safe,” Nikita said.

We walked over to see what was in the chest.

“I wish it was a silver ingot instead of iron!” Kazumi said.

I noticed a silvery bar sitting in the chest.

“How can you tell what kind of metal it is?” I asked.

“Look at the loot with your screen,” she replied.

I did as she suggested. All the items in the chest now had a label.

Pouch: 40 gold coins

One iron ingot

Leather gloves

Iron dagger

“Not bad. Nothing great. Val, do you want the gloves and dagger?” Nikita asked.

“Don’t you want the gloves, Kazumi?” I asked.

The elf shook her head.

“I need to be able to touch my staff with my bare hands,” she explained.

I tried the gloves on. They fit reasonably well. I tucked the dagger into my belt as Nikita put the coins and the ingot into her storage.

“We might as well camp here for tonight. I doubt we will find better shelter ahead,” Kazumi said.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Nikita said.

“What about the dead bodies?” I asked.

“We will loot them and then drag them down around the corner, so they don’t attract scavengers too close to us,” Nikita said.

I went up to the roof and brought down the archer’s body while the girls searched the woman with the axe and the first bandit I had killed. I noticed that the bandit with the warhammer had pale green skin and his canines protruded slightly out of his mouth.

“What is he?” I asked.

“He is a bandit,” Kazumi answered with a puzzled look.

“No, I was referring to his green skin and large teeth,” I replied.

Kazumi looked down at the bandit before looking at me again.

“Don’t tell me you have never seen an orc before?” she said in surprise.

“An orc? Not that I can remember,” I answered.

The elf just shook her head in wonder.

As we carried the bodies down the hill, we looted the bandit that had rushed down the hill towards me. We laid the dead a few yards past the corner.

“This should be far enough away to keep any scavengers from bothering us,” Nikita said.

We brought the loot back and placed it on the table in the tower. As the girls sorted it, I went outside to retrieve my bow. Kazumi held up the longsword.

“This sword is of poor quality, but the scabbard and belt seem sturdy. See if your blade will fit in,” Kazumi said as she handed the gear to me.

The Hawkblade fit in the scabbard except for about an inch and a half of the blade. It would work and would make my life easier when I had to switch between a bow and the blade. The belt that I was wearing seemed of better quality, so I switched the scabbard to my belt.

I looked at the loot the girls had sorted.

Gold coins –14

Garnet– small

One iron helmet, horned

One iron chainmail shirt – poor quality

Leather boots (2) - poor quality

One longword – poor quality

One axe

One warhammer

One bow

One quiver- 18 iron arrows

Iron dagger (2)

“Why don’t one of you take the mail shirt. It looks like it should fit either of you,” I suggested.

“I can’t wear heavy armor as a mage,” the elf replied.

Nikita picked up the chainmail shirt and wrinkled her nose as she examined it.

“It is of poor quality. I could wear it, but I really need to increase my strength. As it is, it would hinder my movements too much,” Nikita said as she laid the mail shirt back on the table.

“Try the helmet on, Val,” Kazumi said.

I picked up the horned helmet. It was a little heavy, but it fit on my head.

“How do I look?” I asked as I gave the girls a fierce scowl.

“You look so savage with that on!” the elf said as she laughed.

“You might as well wear it until you find or buy something better,” Nikita said.

“What do we do with the rest?” I asked.

Nikita looked at the remaining items as she considered them.

“My magic storage isn’t very large, so I was hesitant to hoard things on our way to Kidochu. But if my memory of the map is correct, once we are through this pass, we should be in Hochwald. We will be able to sell some of this stuff for a few coins once we find a settlement,” she said.

Nikita touched her ring and her storage opened. She placed the iron chainmail shirt, leather boots, warhammer, longsword and two daggers inside of it.

“I can’t fit anymore. The longsword will fetch more than that bow or the axe,” she explained as she closed up her magic space.

I added the arrows to my quiver. I had started the day with 19. I had used up 6 in the battle. The 18 additional gave me 31 arrows total. The quiver looked like it could hold a few more.

We gathered up the empty quiver, the bow and the axe and set them along the wall. Next, we went up to the third floor to get a better look at the items on the shelves there.

There was a lamp with a candle in it and an old book that fell apart when Kazumi picked it up on one shelf. The other shelf contained a number of wooden bowls and a medium sized wheel of cheese. Next to the shelf was a backpack like the girls used.

Nikita picked up the cheese and sniffed it. She smiled.

“The gods smile on us. A wheel of sharp Gevalian cheese!” she said happily.

“Excellent! I wonder if there is any game nearby that Val could hunt?” Kazumi said.

Nikita frowned.

“It's getting late in the day. Better we all stay here. Who knows what might be living in these mountains? I don’t want Val to risk it,” she said.

I shrugged. On the one hand I was willing to try if they wanted me to. But I was also aware that I had no clue as to what kind of creatures or danger could be in these mountains. I didn’t relish the thought of running into a Frost Troll by myself.

“I can use this backpack,” I said as I looked inside of it. The only thing it contained was a small box. Inside of the box were 8 pieces of slender metal rods with small hooks at the end.

“Lockpicks,” Kazumi said when she saw the puzzled look on my face as I examined one of the rods.

“Have you ever picked a lock?” Nikita asked.

“Not that I can remember,” I said as I shook my head.

“With a 15 dexterity, it should come naturally to you,” Kazumi explained.

“I have a spare box of 10 lockpicks in my storage that I kept for Roberta. I can give them to you when those break,” Nikita added.

The lockpicks were not very thick, I could see how they could break easily. I put a couple of picks in my pocket and then put the rest back in the pack.

We ate dinner by the fireplace. The cheese had a sharp tangy flavor that went well with the dried strips of meat and the dried fruit. As the sun went down the fire helped keep the first floor of the tower warm.

After we had eaten, I moved the wooden table so that it blocked the entrance way. I stacked the two chairs on top of the table. It wouldn’t stop anyone, but it would buy us a few precious seconds in case we were attacked.

Nikita pulled out our mats and we did our usual routine of alternating sleep with keeping watch. As I lay down on my mat, I pulled up my screens to see if anything had changed.

Achievement Unlocked

Level 3 Reached

I checked my other screens.

Status

Health: 95/95

Mana: 60/60

Stamina: 110/110

Level: 3

Experience: 263

Points to next level: 112

Attack: 20 (33)

(Hawkblade +13)

(Iron Dagger + 4)

(Standard Bow +6)

(Iron Arrow +8)

Defense: 20 (43)

(Iron Helmet +15)

(Leather Gloves +3)

(Leather Boots +3)

(Tunic +1)

(Leggings +1)

I was a little disappointed to see that my base attack and defense had not changed. I had hoped that they would eventually increase like the health, mana and stamina stats had.

I noticed that the listings for the dagger, the bow and the arrows were grayed out. I assumed that it meant that my attack number of 33 was made up of my base attack of 20 plus the attack number of my primary weapon. In this case, Hawkblade, and the sword’s attack of 13. If I was holding the bow or dagger, my guess was that the attack number would change to reflect the attack of that weapon.

I was pleased to see that I had gotten a decent amount of experience from our battle with the bandits. I only needed 112 experience points to reach level 4.

I reminded myself that any progress was good. I would also have to remember to balance my desire to level up with the potential risks of fighting someone or something that was too powerful for me to handle.

I drifted off to sleep as I tried to think of ways to balance the need for patience against my ambition and my drive for success.


Chapter Eight


As the sun rose, we left the tower and set off down the path. The pass was narrow at some points, especially where there had been some rockslides. We were fortunate that our way was only partially blocked in those areas.

The scabbard made it easy for me to walk with the bow in my hand. It felt good knowing that I could switch to my sword quickly.

After about an hour’s walk, the path turned left and opened up. We could see a narrow valley ahead of us. About four or five miles in the distance was another ridge. The hills on the other side of the valley were not as tall as the peaks we had just passed through.

The valley was filled with trees and a few patches of meadows. Some morning fog could be seen along a line down the right side of the valley. I guessed that a stream must flow there.

“Is this Hochwald?” I asked as we paused to survey the valley below us.

“I’m not sure. This seems to be a very small valley. I don’t see any sign of settlements. Hochwald may be beyond the next hills,” Nikita said.

The path zigzagged down the mountain side and in less than an hour we had reached the trees below us. We kept to the path as it led us into the forest. We occasionally saw remnants of the old road that poked through the dirt in some places.

Around mid morning we passed by the remains of a small settlement. It seemed to have been about eight or nine buildings. The roofs had long collapsed, and the walls were crumbling. The area was slowly returning to nature as trees and grass grew over the ruins.

Nikita had us skirt the village to the right, just in case anything had taken up residence among the old buildings. All I saw were some small animals. The only sound was the chirping of birds as we passed by the area.

By late morning we had crossed the valley and begun to climb the hills on the other side. The remains of the road were easier to follow as we climbed out of the woods. The path led up towards a wide gap in the hills.

As we crested a ridge, Nikita held up her hand for us to stop. Kazumi and I walked up to her and looked over the first hill to see what Nikita was looking at.

It was another guard tower, perhaps two hundred yards ahead of us on top of the next hill. It was similar to the one we had spent the night in. This one seemed in good repair, and it had a banner flying from a pole on the roof.

“More bandits?” I asked.

“My guess is no. They might be real guards. It’s too far away to tell. We will have to see once we get closer,” Nikita said as she continued onwards.

When we were about a hundred yards away, I could see there were two guards on the roof of the structure looking towards us. I looked at them with my screen and saw that they were outlined in blue. The meant they were neutral at the moment.

“Can bandits be outlined in blue?” I asked.

“Yes, normal bandits are blue from a distance because they may or may not attack. If they think you are easy prey, they will attack and show a red outline,” Nikita explained.

“Most people show up as blue. Red will only show when they are looking to attack you,” Kazumi added.

As we neared the tower, three soldiers exited from the side door. I could see that they were all wearing similar armor. The two guards on the roof had their arrows aimed at us. The flag on the roof fluttered in the gentle breeze flowing down the hill. It depicted a green tree on a white background.

The guards were wearing scale armor shirts and studded leather helmets. They were armed with swords. They were all wearing a green fabric sash diagonally across their chests.

“Halt! What is your business in Hochwald?” one of them asked as he raised his arm.

We stopped a short distance away from them. I figured it would be best if the girls did all the talking.

“We are merely passing through. We hope to be able to purchase some supplies in Hochwald,” Nikita said.

The leader of the guards, a grey bearded veteran, narrowed his eyes as he looked at us. He looked us up and down, appraisingly.

“Where are you coming from? No one comes from this direction anymore,” the guard said to them.

“We are adventurers. We were trying to find the lost city of Kidochu. We never found it. Wild Elves drove us eastward and half our party were killed,” Nikita explained, somewhat truthfully except for the not finding the city part.

“A fool’s errand. Kidochu is cursed. Lucky you did not find it. Where are you heading?” the guard asked.

“Back home, I suppose. We were more worried about getting away from Wild Elves Territory than planning a new adventure,” Nikita said with a shrug.

“Where are you from?” the guard asked.

“Breakhold,” Nikita replied.

“You’re a long way from home,” the guard said.

He paused as if weighing whether to let them pass into his country or not. After a few moments, he gave them a nod.

“Welcome to Hochwald. We don’t abide thieves or troublemakers. If you stir things up, you will find yourselves in a prison cell or worse. The village of Groff is about a two hours' walk down the road. There is an inn there and a trader’s store,” the guard leader said.

“Thank you,” Nikia said and gave him a little bow.

As we walked past the guards, the leader turned to us one last time.

“The road is usually safe. Sometimes there might be wolves or bears. An occasional wood spirit,” he said.

We nodded in understanding and continued on our way. The path led up over a last hill. Ahead of us was another valley. It looked very similar to the one we had just left, just a few miles wider. I could make out a low ridgeline in the distance.

Halfway down the slope we paused for a lunch of hardtack and slices from the cheese wheel. We sat down on some rocks, enjoying the view of a mountain stream to our right as it cascaded down a rocky channel. The rocks sent spray into the air and the drops formed a misty rainbow.

As we continued to the bottom of the hill, the path began to follow the mountain stream. We topped off the water bottles with the cold crisp water. The splashing of the water accompanied us as we entered the woods on the valley floor.

By midafternoon, we could see the walls of the village ahead of us. Two guards dressed like the ones in the mountain pass guarded an open gate in the south wall. The wall itself was about twelve feet tall and made of timber. The green and white flag of Hochwald hung down on either side of the open gate. The stream passed under a metal grate in the wall to our right.

The guards drew their swords and waited for us to approach. Concerned, I used my vision and saw that they were outlined in blue. I guessed that they were just being cautious as three strangers approached their village.

“Halt! What business do you have in Groff?” one of them asked.

“We are just passing through. We hope to purchase supplies. The guards at the tower across the valley said there was an inn and trader here,” Nikita said.

The guard looked them over and then nodded.

“There is. You may enter Groff. Mind your own business and don’t start any trouble,” the guard said as he sheathed his sword.

The other guard sheathed her sword as well and we passed through the gate and into the village of Groff.

I noticed that the wooden defensive wall was not very thick. Probably more to deter wild animals than hold off a serious attack on the village, I thought.

Inside the walls there were a number of small houses. The houses were made of stone with thatched roofs. They were all similar in design with small windows and stout wooden doors. They all seemed to have a garden, and some had a fenced area with a few pigs or cows.

I noticed a few children running and playing and a cock crowed as we passed by the fence he was perched upon. Groff had one main street that ran the length of the village. I could see that it led to another gate in the opposite wall of the village.

The main street was cobbled but the side streets, that led to houses, were made of packed dirt. In the middle of the village, the street passed by a large, squat two story tower. The flag of Hochwald flew from its top. Two guards were stationed outside of the tower’s door.

I guessed that this was the main defense for the village. The walls would not hold for long, but the tower looked sturdy.

The stream followed the eastern wall of the village and then flowed past another grate in the north wall.

Across from the tower was the only other two-story building in the village. It had a long front porch with a few wooden rocking chairs occupied by a couple of elderly men. The sign out front had a drawing of a red fox on it. Underneath the fox it said, “The Trapper’s Delight.” Behind the inn was a barn and a fenced area with a couple of horses.

Just past the inn was another building with a sign. It simply said Groff Traders in large letters. Across from the merchant was another building. The letters on its sign were small and I couldn’t make out the name.

The two men in the rocking chairs watched us curiously as Nikita led us up the two steps onto the porch. I gave the men a nod, but they just watched me pass by as we entered the inn.

The Trapper’s Delight was a large open room with a huge fireplace at the far end of the room. There were several rectangular tables arranged in two rows with wooden benches for seats. To my right was a bar.

A staircase near the bar led to a balcony over the great room. I could see a couple of closed wooden doors up there. The greatroom had two doors, one near the bar and one near the fireplace. Antlered skulls decorated the walls of the room.

There were three men seated at one table. Two women were seated at another table. They all turned around to look at us. Nikita led us to the bar. A middle-aged bald man with an apron watched us approach.

“Welcome travelers. What can I get you?” the man asked.

“Do you have barn lodging available?” Nikita asked.

“Yes. Plenty. Tonight, it will be just you and the horses,” the man said with a smile.

“How much?” Nikita asked.

“One coin each, in advance.” the man replied.

Nikita nodded and fished out three coins from her travel pack.

“I’ll have one of the lads show you the way,” the man said as he pocketed the coins.

“Jared!” the man yelled towards the open door behind the bar.

“If you care to eat here, tonight we will be serving chicken and boiled potato soup. And as always, we have beer and whiskey for sale to quench your thirst,” the man added as he turned back towards us.

A young boy rushed out of the door near the bar. He was also wearing an apron like the bartender.

“Jared, show these fine folks where they can sleep in the barn tonight,” the bartender said.

“Yes, father! Follow me,” Jared said as he led us out the front door and around the back to the barn.

“Do you have any horses that need to be stabled?” the boy asked as we reached the barn.

“No, we came on foot,” Kazumi said.

The boy nodded and led them inside the barn. He pointed to a loft filled with hay above the horse pens.

“That will be the best place to lay your blankets,” Jared said.

“Thank you,” Nikita said.

“After I bring in the horses later, I will turn on this lamp and close the barn door. You can use this small door to enter and leave as you wish,” Jared added before taking off at a jog.

Once Jared had disappeared from view, Nikita turned to the elf.

“Kazumi, climb up to the loft and make sure no one is up there. Val and I will check the stalls,” she said softly.

“Why are we looking for people?” I whispered as I walked over to the first stall.

“Shhh,” Nikita whispered.

We spent a couple of minutes checking, but the barn was empty.

“I don’t want anyone seeing me open my storage. These things are expensive,” Nikita said as she walked towards the corner of the barn away from the large open door. She turned her back to us as she opened her storage.

A minute later, the warhammer, longsword and chainmail shirt and leather boots were on the floor next to her.

“Can you store my bow? I don’t think I will need it for now,” I asked.

Nikita nodded and placed the bow and arrow quiver in her storage.

“I will hold on to the two daggers for now in case we need them,” she said as she closed the magic storage.

“All right. Let’s see what the trader will give us for this stuff,” Nikita said as she picked up the two pairs of leather boots.

Kazumi picked up the longsword and I tossed the mail shirt onto my shoulder before picking up the warhammer. We headed out of the barn and around the inn to the merchant next door.

The Groff Trader was a large room with numerous shelves around the walls. There was a small counter along one wall. A short, stout woman was standing behind the counter. She gave us a smile.

“Welcome! Welcome travelers! How can I help you today?” she said cheerfully.

Her hair was long and grey, falling in two long braids on either side of her face. Her arms and hands were strong. Curious, I examined her with my vision.

Race: Dwarf

Class: Merchant

Element: Fire

A dwarf! That was interesting. So far, I had seen humans, elves, half elves, orcs and dwarves. I wondered what other races existed here. I wished that I could remember!

“We have some goods that we hoped you would be interested in buying,” Nikita said as she laid the boots and the garnet on the table.

I laid the shirt on the table. Nikita sat the longsword over it. I leaned the warhammer against the counter.

“The warhammer too,” I said to the merchant.

The merchant nodded and began examining the loot. She frowned as she examined the boots.

“These are of poor quality,” she said.

Her frown deepened as she examined the mail shirt.

“Mail shirts are always a good seller, but this one has seen better days,” she said.

Next, she held up the long sword, checking the blade for straightness and flex.

“Hand me the warhammer, young man,” she said.

I picked up the warhammer and handed it to her across the counter. She took it with ease, surprisingly strong for her size.

“This is decent,” she said as she leaned the warhammer against her side of the counter.

The dwarf was silent for a few moments as she appraised what we had shown her.

“I can give you 8 gold for each pair of boots. 40 for the iron chainmail. It will need to be repaired before I can sell it. I can give you 20 for the longsword and 45 for the warhammer. I will buy the garnet for 65. 186 gold for everything,” the woman said.

“That’s cheap. 220 gold,” Nikita countered.

The merchant narrowed her eyes as she appraised Nikita.

“190,” the merchant replied.

The two women haggled for a minute before settling on a price of 195 gold pieces for everything.

The woman counted out the coins and handed them to Nikita who slipped them into her pocket.

“If you need anything else for your journey, make sure to visit old Bertha at the Groff Trader again!” the woman said cheerful as we left her store.

“I was hoping that hammer would fetch more,” Kazumi said sadly as we stood outside the merchant’s business.

“It was a fair price,” Nikita said with a shrug.

“I will give you each your share once we are back at the barn. It’s never good to flash coins around strangers,” Nikita softly said as a couple of men walked down the street past them.

“What is that building?” I asked and nodded towards the building across the street.

The sign was faded and the letters unreadable. I could hear the sound of metal tapping on metal coming from around the side of the building.

“Sounds like a blacksmith,” Nikita said.

We walked towards the north gate. Two guards stood just outside of the open entrance. One of them glanced our way and gave us a nod before turning to look northward again.

The northern road was wider than the road we had taken to reach here. The trees were cut back, leaving a wide berth for travelers. There wasn’t anything south of Groff, so It made sense that the north road was better kept for trade between the village and the rest of Hochwald.

Just inside the gate, on the east side, was a long building. It sat back from the road a bit, next to the stream. The sign above the door said Groff Hides and Furs.

“Ahhh, that explains this village in the middle of nowhere,” Kazumi said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The lack of people out here means there are lots of animals. Many of the villagers probably hunt and trap for their livelihood. The Inn is even called the Trapper’s Delight! The locals probably sell hides and furs here. Then this merchant ships them to a bigger town and sells them to merchants there,” the elf explained.

I nodded. It made sense.

We went back to the barn. We sat in the shadows and Nikita divided up the coins that Bertha the merchant had given her for the loot. My share was 65 coins.

“I don’t want to be wasteful with money, but I could use a hot meal and a mug of ale,” Nikita said.

Kazumi and I agreed. We walked over and entered the Inn's great room. The two older women that had been there earlier had left but the three men were still sitting, talking quietly and drinking their beer. A few more customers were seated at tables and a couple more at the bar talking to the innkeeper.

Most of the customers were sitting on the right side of the room, near the bar. We sat down at a table close to the fireplace, away from the locals. It was warm in the Inn and there was only a small fire burning in the fireplace.

A middle-aged woman wearing an apron approached us. She took our order for three of the dinner specials and three mugs of beer. A short time later she returned with the drinks. I took a sip of the ale. It was refreshingly cool and had a hoppy flavor.

She then brought out bowls of the chicken and potato soup and hunks of crusty brown bread. The soup was decent, if a bit lacking in spices, but it filled me up. We all finished our bowls, using the bread to mop up the last bits of soup.

“Do you want another beer?” I asked the ladies.

The women hesitated.

“I’m buying,” I said.

“Val, you don’t have much money, you should save it,” Nikita said with a frown.

“Consider it as a thank you for you two lovely ladies taking me under your care. I would be dead without you two guiding me. If my memory does not come back, I am lost without you,” I said with a smile.

“Well, since you put it that way...,” Kazumi said with a laugh, as she waved to the serving woman.

“Three more ales please. He’s buying!” the elf said with a smile.

The serving woman chuckled and then went to get us three more ales. My meal and the four ales set me back 11 gold coins, leaving me with 54.

We sipped our drinks, taking our time. I was just about to ask them what our next destination was when a woman walked over to our table.

“Excuse me, travelers. I was hoping to have a word with you,” the woman said.

The woman was wearing a leather jacket with dark green leggings and brown leather boots. She had a long knife attached to her belt. Her face was tanned from spending a lot of time outdoors.

“Please, sit down,” Nikita said.

The woman sat down across from me, next to Kazumi.

“How can we help you?” Nikita asked.

“I see that you are adventurers and I need help,” she said as she looked at me.

“What kind of help?” Kazumi asked.

“I make my living as a trapper. All of the locals have our own favorite area that we like to hunt. Mine has been cut off from me,” the woman said softly as she looked around the room to see if anyone was listening to their conversation.

“Why the secrecy?” I asked as she focused on me again.

“Because something dangerous is blocking me. If some of the other trappers find out, they might be able to take care of the problem and claim my spot. I am alone and I have no one to help me. The income I make from trapping provides for me, my young son and my mother,” she said, the concern evident in her eyes.

“What is blocking you?” Kazumi asked.

“A wood spirit,” the woman said softly.

“Why should we help you?” Nikita asked.

The woman looked at me.

“Quester, I have a quest to offer you,” the woman said softly.

Kazumi and Nikita mouths were hanging open in surprise at the woman’s words. I wondered what had caused that reaction.

“What is your name?” I asked.

“Nell,” she said.

I looked to the other women. They were staring at me. I could see Nikita was chewing her lips in thought.

“Will you accept my quest?” Nell asked hopefully.

“Are you going to accept it?” I asked Nikita.

“Quester, only you can accept,” Nell said in confusion.

I saw Nikita and Kazumi nodding their heads for me to accept.

“Very well, I accept your quest,” I said.

Nell let out a sigh of relief. She smiled in gratitude.

“Thank the gods! I didn’t dare hope that my prayers would be answered this quickly! Quester, I will meet you here in the morning. It is an overnight journey to the vale,” Nell said and stood up.

Without another word, Nell headed to the door and left the inn. Kazumi put her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand as she looked at me. Nikita was still chewing her lip in thought.

“A Quester! That is the last thing I expected,” the elf said softly.

“What’s a Quester?” I asked.


Chapter Nine


“Let’s head to the barn. We can discuss this there,” Nikita said as she drained the last of her ale and stood up.

I downed the rest of my ale and then followed the women to the barn loft. The horses snorted nervously as we walked past them to the ladder that led up to the loft.

Kazumi's staff gave us light as Nikita pulled out our sleeping mats. We spaced them out so we could look at each other while talking.

“So, what’s a Quester?” I asked again as we sat down on the mats.

“A Quester is the only one who can accept a quest,” Kazumi said with a little laugh.

“What do you mean? I thought your group was on a quest to the city of Kidochu?” I asked.

“That was a vision, not a quest!” Nikita said.

“This doesn’t make sense. If I asked you two to come on a “quest” with me to catch some fish, are you telling me that you couldn’t come with me?” I asked in confusion.

“No, not at all. What you are talking about is an everyday little quest. We are talking about an official, sanctified by the gods, quest!” the elf replied.

An official quest... I wondered what that meant?

“What do you mean about gods getting involved?” I asked.

“If you accept an official quest, you not only get a nice reward, but you also get bonus points towards leveling up,” Nikita explained.

“And if you ask us to join your quest, we also get a bonus!” Kazumi said excitedly.

I shrugged. I needed to level up if I wanted to survive. Bonus rewards could help me get better gear.

“This sounds like it will benefit all of us,” I said.

The girls nodded.

“This is amazing! Questers are very rare... almost legendary!” Kazumi said as she clapped her hands.

The elf looked at Nikita.

“Did you ever think when we found Val in the Temple that he would turn out to be a Quester? The Trickster wanted us to find him to help with your vision!” Kazumi added enthusiastically.

“If we can complete some quests on the way back to Breakhold, we can be better prepared to deal with Skeg,” Nikita said as she nodded in agreement.

I gave Nikita a wry smile.

“I’m glad that you think I might be useful,” I said to her.

Nikita just frowned back at me, making me smile even more.

“Val, you’re not just useful! You are a valuable member of our team!” the elf said.

I gave her a nod of thanks.

"How did Nell know that I was a Quester?" I asked.

Both of the girls frowned as they considered my question.

"Hmmm… good question," Nikita said.

"My guess is that Nell received some kind of notification from her screen. Maybe you lit up in a different color when she searched the room for the Quester," Kazumi replied with a shrug.

I nodded. Her guess was probably correct.

“How do you join my quest?” I asked.

“Hmmm, I’ve never joined a quest before,” Kazumi said.

“Me neither,” Nikita added.

“Did anything new appear on your screens when you accepted the quest?” the elf asked.

I concentrated for a moment and brought up my screens.

A new screen had been added at the end labeled “Quests”.

Quests

Nell’s Quest

Clear Nell’s Vale of a Wood Spirit

Quest Team Members

(add team members)

Bonded Team Members

(add bonded team members)

“I have a new screen labeled quests,” I said to them.

“What else does it say?” Kazumi asked.

“It says I can add quest team members and bonded team members,” I said.

Kazumi's mouth dropped open in surprise.

“What did you just say?!” the elf exclaimed.

“It says I can add quest team members,” I repeated.

“After that!” she said.

“I can add bonded team members,” I said with a frown as I tried to understand her excitement.

The women looked at each other in surprise. Kazumi reached out a hand and touched my forearm. I felt the tingling sensation where her skin touched mine.

“Nikita! That’s why our skin tingles when we touch him!” Kazumi said excitedly as she looked at Nikita.

Nikita was chewing her lip. I could see her mind working furiously as she considered what the elf was saying.

“Are you sure?” Nikita said after a moment.

“He has to be!” the elf said.

“What are you two talking about?” I asked as I tried to follow what they were talking about.

“You! Val, you’re not just a Quester... you’re a Quest Master!” the elf said as she looked at me in wonder.

“A Quest... Master?” I said in confusion.

“Yes. That means you can bond with your team members. That gives them an even bigger bonus. But that’s not all... As long as they are bonded with you, they get a bonus to some of their stats too!” the elf said excitedly.

“How do I bond them to me?” I asked.

Kazumi eyed me for a moment. A small smile played across her lips.

“You bond with physical intimacy. The joining of bodies allows you to bond someone to you,” she said softly.

“Wait... you mean sex?” I asked.

Kazumi nodded.

I tried to wrap my head around what she was explaining. It just seemed so crazy.

“What happens to me if I bond with someone?” I asked.

Kazumi blinked in surprise at my question.

“I... I don’t know. I would assume you get some kind of bonus as well,” she replied.

Quest Master. I liked the sound of that. Just being a Quester sounded like it would provide me with some nice perks to help me level up faster.

Being a Quest Master should help me even more, if what Kazumi said about bonuses for my bonded team members applied to me as well.

I looked at my two companions. Both were beautiful women in their own unique ways. It would be no hardship to make love to either one of them.

Nikita must have read my mind. She stood up abruptly and began to pace around.

“I’m sure that the bonuses we get for being team members will be sufficient to help us on our mission to rid Breakhold of Skeg. We certainly don’t need to make things complicated by becoming bonded team members,” Nikita said.

I saw a frown pass across Kazumi's face at Nikita’s words.

“But what about the extra bonuses! And some of our stats would increase. Val is a handsome and fit man. Very fit,” Kazumi said as she looked at me with a smile.

“It could be a very interesting and enjoyable experience!” the elf added as her blue eyes sparkled in the light of her staff.

“There is no need to rush things. Let’s take things one step at a time. All that we know about Questers is from stories and legends,” Nikita said as she frowned at Kazumi.

It was a strange feeling having my two beautiful companions arguing about the merits of having sex with me. I could understand Nikita’s reservations. Even though we had traveled and fought together as a team, it had only been a short time since they had found me.

“I have never heard of a Quester or a Quest Master. Or if I have, I don’t remember. This... power or ability or whatever it is that happens during bonding, may have effects that we don’t understand. Nikita is right, we should take things slowly,” I said.

Both the women looked at me in surprise for a moment. Nikita then frowned as she wondered why I had agreed with her. Kazumi gave me a pretty little pout before letting out a little sigh.

“Very well, add us as team members,” the elf said.

I looked at my screen and concentrated on the “add team members”.

“Kazumi, will you join my Quest Team?” I asked.

“I will join your Quest Team,” the elf replied.

A message appeared for a moment.

Kazumi was added to Quest Team successfully.

“Nikita, will you join my Quest Team?” I asked.

“I will join your Quest Team,” Nikita replied, copying what the elf had said.

Another message appeared.

Nikita was added to Quest Team successfully.

“You both have been added to my Quest Team,” I said to them.

Nikita nodded and Kazumi gave me a smile.

“Interesting. You are still listed as a member of my team. But I am also listed as a member of your Quest Team,” Nikita said as she consulted her screens.

“I suppose as long as the two teams don’t conflict, we can be members of both teams,” Kazumi replied.

Nikita shrugged.

“As long as we continue towards Breakhold and serving vengeance to Skeg, I am fine with doing quests along the way,” Nikita said.

“I gave you my word that I would help you avenge your uncle. We can use these quests to get stronger,” I said, my tone serious.

“I have faith in you,” Kazumi said as she reached over and patted my hand.

“We should get some sleep. I hope Nell’s quest does not take us long to complete,” Nikita said as she sat down on her mat again.

“Do we need to set a watch tonight,” I asked.

“We should be safe inside the village walls. The villagers did not seem evil, and we don’t look like wealthy travelers. I think we should be safe,” Nikita said.

“The horses will probably make a noise if anyone comes into the barn,” Kazumi added.

I stretched out on the sleeping mat. I smiled as I noticed Kazumi pull her mat a little closer to mine before she laid down facing me. Nikita kept hers in the same spot a few feet away from mine. The elf gave me a big smile before closing her eyes.

I drifted off to sleep as I wondered how soft her lips would be if I kissed them.


Chapter Ten


The next morning, Nikita pulled some dried fruit from her storage for breakfast. After we had eaten, she pulled out my bow and quiver and handed them to me. She gave us some more of the travel food to put in our packs.

“I don’t want Nell to know about my ring. We will attach our mats to our packs like typical adventurers,” she explained.

We found Nell waiting for us in front of The Trapper’s Delight. She had a cloak on and a pack on her back. Nell was armed with a woodman’s axe, and she had a long hunting knife in a sheath on her belt.

“How long is the journey?” I asked.

“We can reach the vale in a little over a day’s hike. We should be back by Fourday, provided the wood spirit doesn’t kill us,” Nell said.

“Does that mean today is Twoday? I lost track of the days during our travels,” Kazumi asked.

“Aye, it’s Twoday,” Nell said with a nod.

“Do we have enough supplies for the trip?” Nikita said.

“There is plenty of game in this valley. We shall not go hungry,” Nell answered.

Nell led us out of the south gate. A short distance from the village, we headed eastward, crossing the stream.

A well-worn path led us into the forest. After a few hours, Nell led us northwards away from the path. We travelled through the morning before we stopped for a quick lunch.

In the afternoon, as we walked through a dense patch of forest, Nell stopped and pointed out a black bear to our right. The bear was not very large. It watched us for a moment before it turned and walked away.

As evening approached, Nell led us to a secluded spot in a grove of dense pine trees. I could tell that the spot had been often used as a campsite.

“If you three set up a small fire, I will see if I can catch us some dinner,” Nell said as she sat her axe and pack down. She pulled a slingshot out of her pack and then disappeared out of the grove.

A short time later she returned with a couple of rabbits. Nell expertly cleaned the rabbits, saving their pelts. She had also brought a loaf of bread which she shared with us.

“Plenty of game here. Few people come to Groff because of the Wild Elves beyond the next valley. After they destroyed the village of Werst years ago, some families moved away in fear,” Nell explained as they finished their meal.

We split the watch duties into four shifts with Nell taking the first. Then we each had our turn in the usual rotation.

The next morning, Nell led us up a ridge. Below us was a long narrow valley, that blended into the next ridgeline. The shape of the land and the trees of the forest helped hide the valley.

“This is my family’s trapping territory. I was doing well until that Wood Spirit showed up and decided to make this little valley its new home,” Nell said.

“Does the spirit stay in a particular area?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I saw it in the distance, and I high tailed it out of there. I came back a few days later to see if the spirit was still here or if it had moved on. I snuck around the woods and finally saw it standing near a pool in the bottom of the valley,” she explained.

“Do either of you have any experience with wood spirits?” I asked the girls.

Nikita shook her head.

“I have never seen one. I saw a frost spirit one winter, from a distance,” Kazumi replied.

“What kind of attacks would a wood spirit have?” I asked.

“From what I have read, wood spirits have the ability to generate vines, similar to what I am able to do,” Kazumi said.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Being part of nature, they are able to heal quickly compared to other spirits,” she added.

“Too bad none of us have the fire element, that would probably be the best counter to a wood spirits power,” Nikita said.

“When you strike its vines with your frost element, that should slow it down a bit. If it's cold, my vines grow and move much more slowly,” Kazumi said.

“Well, let's see if we can find this spirit. Kazumi can try to tangle her vines with the spirit’s vines. Nikita can try to slow it down with frost. Nell and I will try to do as much damage as possible to it,” I explained.

The others nodded in agreement and then Nell led us down the hill to the hidden valley’s floor. After about a half an hour’s walk, we reached a small stream flowing down from the hills to the south. Nell explained that the stream fed the pond where she had last seen the spirit.

We proceeded cautiously. I nocked an arrow to the bow’s string. I had no idea what a wood spirit was or if an arrow would injure it. It took us another half hour of quiet progress to reach the pond.

We spread out, about two arm’s lengths from each other. I peeked out from behind a small tree towards the pond. A pair of small deer were drinking water from the south bank. The area around the pond was mainly grass with a few small trees.

“There it is,” Nell whispered quietly.

At first, I didn’t see anything. I frowned as I noticed a slender tree on the opposite shore of the pond. Something seemed odd about it. Then it moved!

The spirit blended in with the trees behind it. It was roughly man shaped with two arms and two legs. Its skin was greyish brown with a rough texture like tree bark and its head was tall and elongated with frond like hair growing out of the top.

Its long arms ended in long branch like fingers. Its legs were the same, just thicker. The spirit took a few steps towards the pond and dipped its root like toes into the water. It then stood there, watching the deer. I guessed that it was about seven feet tall. It had two small golden eyes set wide apart on its otherwise blank face.

The deer paused for a moment to look at the spirit, but then they continued drinking. The murmur of the stream had helped cover the noise of our approach. Otherwise, the scene was quiet save for the occasional bird song.

“Get ready, I’m going to hit it with an arrow,” I whispered.

I pulled the arrow back to my cheek and let fly. Before the arrow struck, I had notched another. The arrow struck the spirit in its tree trunk-like chest with a thunk.

The tree spirit didn’t make a sound, it just turned its head in my direction. A moment later it started moving around the pond in a strange shuffling gait. The deer ran off, startled by the commotion. I let fly two more arrows as the creature closed in on our position.

The arrows didn’t seem to have done any damage, so I tossed the bow aside and drew my sword. I noticed that the blade still had a faint golden glow.

Nell joined me to my right, gripping her axe in both hands. Nikita was on my left, her sword and dagger ready. Kazumi circled behind us to our right, keeping to the trees for cover.

As the spirit neared, long vines started growing from its outstretched hands. The vines snaked towards us, but before they could reach us, they were met with Kazumi’s vines. The elf’s vines tangled with the creature’s vines as the wood spirit neared us.

Kazumi's vines had caught the creature by surprise, and it stopped its charge. It turned its head towards the trees trying to see where the new vines were coming from.

Taking advantage of its distraction, I leaped forward, switching to a two-handed grip. I brought Hawkblade down on the creature’s right arm. My blade cleaved right through the creature's arm, severing it cleanly.

The spirit reacted quickly as it turned to face us again. A vine appeared out of the remains of its arm, wrapping itself around my right forearm. The vine had thorns like a rose bush and my arm burned with stinging pain as the vine tightened, driving the thorns into my skin.

I switched to a left-handed grip and drove my sword into the monster’s face. Then Nell was beside me, bringing her axe down on the stump arm. The axe bit into the wooden flesh of the spirit, but it didn’t sever the arm as my sword had done.

I drove my sword into the creature’s face again, causing it to stagger backwards. The vine around my arm pulled me along with it. Meanwhile, Nikita was stabbing the other arm with her weapons. A sheen of ice had formed over the creature’s arm on that side.

Nell let out a cry of pain as thorny vines sprung up from the creature's left foot, wrapping around her leg. The thorns ripped her leggings as they bit into her skin. Kazumi had more vines coming and they tangled the wood spirit’s legs.

My right arm was bleeding and the pain increased as more thorns pierced my skin. I drove my blade into the creature's face repeatedly. I felt another vine wrap around my right leg, but my leather leggings were protecting my skin for the moment.

I had pierced the spirit’s head several times with my sword to no effect, save for one of its eyes was destroyed. I pulled my left arm back and drove Hawkblade forward again. This time I aimed for the wood spirit’s chest. The blade cut through the wooden skin easily.

The wood spirit’s body vibrated, producing an odd humming noise before it toppled over backwards. Nell and I tumbled forward, still tangled in the creature’s vines. I looked up at the wood spirit’s face. Its good eye no longer glowed with yellow light.

“Is it dead?” I asked as I used Hawkblade to cut the vine from around my forearm.

I stood up and helped Nell untangle herself from the thorns wrapped around her leg.

“We did it! We defeated a Wood Spirit!” Nikita said triumphantly.

Kazumi walked over to the fallen monster and nodded.

“The Quester slew the monster with a mighty blow from his magic sword!” Nell said as she looked at me in awe.

I saw Nikita’s expression change from elation to anger as she scowled at me.

“No. We defeated the Wood Spirit by working together. The creature was too strong for only one of us to defeat single handedly,” I said as I shook my head and sheathed my sword.

Nikita seemed to be satisfied by my response. Her scowl faded as she relaxed again.

“Val, your arm is bleeding! Let me heal you,” Kazumi said as she walked over to me.

The elf took a hold of my hand so she could see my wounds. After a few moments, the cuts had been closed over with new skin.

“Wash your blood off, while I check Nell’s leg,” the elf said.

I did as directed, stepping over to the pond and dipped my right forearm in the water. I used my other hand to rub off the blood.

I walked back over to where Nell was standing with her leggings pulled down. Kazumi was kneeling in front of her, her hands glowing green as she healed the torn skin. When she was done, the elf stood up and looked at my arm again, as Nell carefully pulled her leggings up over her newly healed skin. The elf nodded, satisfied with her handiwork.

“Thank you, Quester, for completing the quest I asked of you,” Nell said as she walked over to stand in front of me.

Nell held her palms out in front of her, the edges of her hands touching each other. She looked down at her palms.

I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to do. Did she want me to place my hands on top of hers, I wondered?

I was about to reach my hands out when suddenly I noticed the air shimmering and glowing right above her palms. The glow grew brighter for a moment and then disappeared in a flash of light.

In Nell’s palms, there was a pouch with a drawstring holding the top closed. Nell smiled and extended her arms towards me, offering the pouch with a grateful smile.

I looked at her in confusion.

“Your reward from the gods for completing my quest,” she said encouragingly.

I reached out and picked up the pouch with my right hand, I could feel something inside, but it didn’t feel very large or very heavy.

“Go ahead and open it,” Nikita said as she walked over to stand next to me.

I shifted the pouch to my left palm and used my right to pull the drawstring loose. I reached my hand inside and my fingers touched... another pouch! I started pulling it out and then paused in confusion. The pouch that I was pulling with my right hand felt heavy, yet the outer pouch that I was holding in the palm of my left hand felt very light!

I struggled to pull the inner pouch out. Once I finally pulled it out, I saw that it was not only heavier, but larger than the original pouch. I figured it had to be some kind of magic.

I tossed the big bag into the air a little bit. We could all clearly hear the jingle of coins.

“Ooooo! How many coins did you get?” Kazumi asked excitedly.

“You want me to count them right now?” I asked in surprise.

“No, silly! Just use your vision!” the elf said as she gave my arm a playful smack.

I did as she suggested.

Money Pouch (200 gold coins)

“200 gold coins!” I said.

That would come in useful in buying better gear.

“What else is in your pouch?” Nikita asked.

I hadn’t thought that there could be anything else. I could still feel that the pouch had a little weight to it so I stuck my fingers back in the bag. A moment later I pulled out a little silver ring.

I held it up to show the girls.

“Is it magic?” Kazumi asked.

I was about to ask her how I could possibly know, but then I remembered my screens. I looked at the ring and the notification said:

Ring of Stealth (+1)

“It says it’s a stealth ring, plus one,” I said.

“Oh! That’s good! It will make you a little harder to detect when you are sneaking around!” Kazumi said excitedly.

I put my fingers inside the bag and touched something that felt like glass. I pulled out a flask containing a red liquid.

My screen said:

Potion of Extra Healing

“It’s a potion of healing,” I told them.

“I guessed as much. Healing potions are usually red liquid,” the elf said with a nod.

“Anything else?” Nikita asked.

I felt around the bag, but it was empty.

“Hand the bag to Nikita next!” Kazumi said excitedly.

Nikita pulled out a little pouch of coins.

“20 gold,” she said.

Then she pulled out a sharp looking dagger.

“Steel dagger plus one! That’s better than the iron dagger plus one I have!” she said excitedly.

The pouch had nothing else in it for her, so she handed it to Kazumi. The elf excitedly felt around the bag and pulled out a coin pouch.

“25 gold coin!” Kazumi said with glee.

Next, the elf pulled out a flask containing a blue liquid.

“A potion of mana regeneration! This will come in handy some day!” Kazumi said with a nod.

The elf reached her right hand towards the pouch again, but before she could touch it, the pouch faded away out of existence.

“Ah, well. I guess that was it for the rewards,” Kazumi said with a shrug of her shoulders.

“I hope that you are pleased, quester?” Nell said as she looked at me questioningly.

I gave her a smile.

“Yes indeed. The rewards were very generous,” I replied.

“I am happy that the gods granted my prayer and that my family can once again hunt this little valley,” she said with a little bow towards me.

The little light in the corner of my eye was blinking. I concentrated on it and a notification popped up.

Quests

Nell’s Quest

Clear Nell’s Vale of a Forest Spirit- COMPLETED

Bonuses Awarded

“Val, use your sword to cut open the wood spirit’s chest,” Kazumi said interrupting my concentration. I looked over at the dead spirit.

I didn’t understand why she wanted me to do it, but I unsheathed Hawkblade and used the sharp blade to further cut open the wound I had made in the dead monster’s chest. As I was cutting, my blade hit something hard that made a glasslike ringing noise when my blade clinked against it.

“There! The crystal! Cut it out!” the elf said excitedly.

I cut away the pulpy inside of the wood spirit’s innards and soon revealed a crystal shard that was embedded in the middle of the creature's chest.

“Pull it out,” Kazumi directed me.

I used my left hand to pry the crystal out. After a moment's hesitation, it came loose. The crystal was coated with the pulpy substance that made up the wood spirits’ insides. I walked over to the pond and rinsed it off in the cool water. Once it was clean, I held it up.

Sunlight reflected off the crystal’s facets. It made a pretty rainbow pattern across the surface of the pond.

“What is it?” Nikita asked.

“Spirits, whether they be frost or wood or earth or whatever, always have a crystal shard inside of them. The crystals are valuable. Wizards and potion makers will pay well for one,” Kazumi explained.

I looked towards Nell, who was looking at the crystal in awe.

“Nell, you deserve something from when we sell this crystal shard. You helped us defeat it,” I said to the hunter.

Nell held her hands up and shook her head, no.

“Thank you, Quester, but I cannot accept. This is part of your reward for killing the monster. I am grateful beyond measure to be able to hunt here again,” she said with a little smile.

“Very well,” I said with a nod.

“If you are satisfied, Nell, we should probably head back to Groff. I know that Nikita is anxious for us to continue on our journey,” I said.

“Yes, I will guide you back. I need to tell my family the good news!” Nell said happily.

Nikita gave her old dagger to Kazumi, and I placed the crystal shard in my pouch. The elf suggested I wear my new ring. I felt my body tingle for a moment as I placed the ring on my right ring finger. We topped off our canteens from the pond and then headed back towards Groff.


Chapter Eleven


We arrived in Groff the next morning. The guards at the gate were different, but seeing Nell with us, they simply nodded and waved us through.

“What are your plans, adventurers?” Nell asked as we reached the center of the village.

I hadn’t really thought about what our next move would be.

“We should head to Hochwald next,” Nikita said.

“Hochwald is about a three days journey to the north. Just follow the road. It is patrolled by the King’s guards and relatively safe,” Nell said.

She thanked us again and then headed off to tell her family the good news.

“We should buy a little more food for the trip. We are getting low on dried meat and fruits,” Nikita said as she started walking towards Groff Traders.

Kazumi and I followed after her.

“Do we sell the crystal shard here?” I asked.

Kazumi shook her head.

“No, we will get a much better price in a larger town or city. Groff doesn’t even have a potion maker’s shop,” the elf said.

We purchased some bags of dried blueberries and a few containers of dried beef as well as a traveler’s cloak for me. Nikita paid Bertha and we divided the food up between our packs. The dwarven merchant thanked us for our business, and we headed out the door and towards the north gate.

Nikita stopped in front of the blacksmith’s shop.

“We should really get you some armor before we leave,” she said as she looked at my clothes.

“Can we afford it?” I asked.

“Let’s see what the smith has for sale,” Kazumi said.

The blacksmith was a broad chested man with muscular arms. He was examining an axe head when we walked into his shop.

“How can I help you?” he asked.

“Do you have any leather armor for sale?” Nikita asked.

“Aye. I have a set a set for a man and two sets for women,” he said as he glanced at Kazumi and me.

“How much for one set,” Nikita asked.

“125 gold,” the blacksmith replied.

“Will you take 100?” Nikita asked.

The smith shook his head.

“I’m the only blacksmith in these parts. You will have to travel to Hochwald to find another,” he replied with a frown.

I could see Nikita’s mind working.

“Very well. We will take the men’s set,” she said.

Fifteen minutes later, I was wearing a new set of leather armor. The leather was thick, yet still flexible. My shoulders and chest had an extra layer for added protection. I swung my arms around. I was pleased that my range of motion was not inhibited.

“Hopefully that will help keep you alive,” Nikita said as we left the shop and headed out of the town gates.

The guards nodded to us as we left Groff.

“When we stop for lunch, I can move some of the extra food into my storage,” Nikita said after we had passed out of earshot of the gate guards.

I nodded. Nikita was always cautious. That was a good thing. It would help keep us alive.

The stream followed the road for most of the morning. We stopped for lunch at a point where the ground sloped gently to the east. The water turned and flowed eastward as well, flowing away from the road which continued northward.

After a quick meal, we topped off our water bottles and Nikita placed the extra food in storage. The splashing sound of the stream faded into the distance as we travelled farther away from it. I had really enjoyed the sounds of the water as it followed us along on our journey.

A few hours later, I noticed something flying in the sky to my right. The forest had thinned out as the ground rose towards the northern ridge of the valley. The terrain had turned into a mix of meadows and small clumps of trees.

The creature looked like some kind of bird. A very large bird. It was flying northwards.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing towards the creature.

The girl’s followed my hand.

“A roc!” Kazumi said.

“Don’t move!” Nikita exclaimed as she froze in place.

I stopped moving. I slowly moved my head to look at the bird. It was slowly flapping its wings, as it flew northward.

“I hate those things,” Nikita said softly.

“It's a giant bird, like an eagle, but bigger,” Kazumi explained.

“Much, much bigger,” Nikita added.

I tried to gauge the size of the roc. It was difficult to judge its size without having something next to it to compare it too. The bird continued northward for a little bit before flying in a circular pattern the way vultures circle as they look for food.

Once it had completed two loops, it started flying to the west. After about 10 more seconds, the Roc picked up speed and rapidly disappeared in the distance.

Nikita let out a long sigh.

“Those things scare me. Thank the gods I’ve never seen one up close,” Kazumi said.

“I hope we never have to battle one. When I was young, one attacked Breakhold. It was trying to get at some horses. The Roc killed a guard and wounded three others before they killed it,” Nikita said.

“Are there many of those birds around,” I asked as we continued walking.

“Not in these lands,” Kazumi said.

“That had to be a random encounter. We should be thankful that it wasn’t close enough to see us,” Nikita added.

“Does that mean we probably won’t have another random encounter for a little while,” I asked.

I was still trying to understand if there was a pattern to these encounters and the dangers they posed for us.

“Hopefully. But you can’t let your guard down. There are plenty of dangerous animals, monsters and people that we can encounter every day that are not random.” Nikita explained.

“You never know, over the next hill might be bandits or Wild Elves,” Kazumi added.

“We must be extra careful passing around old ruins or abandoned tombs. All manner of dangers lurk around them,” Nikita said.

“What kind of dangers?” I asked.

“Skeleton soldiers, barrow wights, tomb robbers, necromancers or worse,” Nikita said with a little shudder.

“Worse?” I asked.

“Vampires,” Kazumi whispered as she looked around fearfully.

I looked around.

“Are you implying there might be some nearby,” I whispered.

The elf gave me a little laugh.

“Sorry, I just realized I had whispered that. No, I don’t think there are any vampires nearby. It's just the thought of them scares me. They are supposed to be very powerful,” the elf said.

“Like I said, the important thing is to always be vigilant. In a random encounter, the gods could send anything your way. Some are good, some are bad. Mostly bad,” Nikita added.

We fell silent after that for a time as we walked the road. The rest of the afternoon passed uneventfully, and we set up a little camp amongst a clump of trees not far from the road. Kazumi used her vines to screen off three sides, leaving us only one side to defend if necessary.

We took our usual turns at keeping watch and sleeping. During my watch, I saw a pair of eyes reflecting the firelight in the distance. Whatever animal or monster they belonged to, didn’t hang around for long. Later, I woke Kazumi and let her know what I had seen before I drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, we crossed the ridge that separated Groff from the valley of Hochwald. The valley was much larger than the one containing Groff.

The terrain ahead was an interesting mix of forest and open meadows. To the east, I thought that I could see the signs of a small settlement. In the distance, I could see a group of horsemen climbing up the road in our direction.

“Riders,” Kazumi said.

“If we are lucky, it is just the King’s Guards on patrol like Nell had mentioned,” the elf added.

“But be alert, just in case,” Nikita added.

As the distance between us and the riders closed, I looked at them through my screen. They were outlined in blue. The riders slowed their mounts from a canter to a walk as they approached us.

They were dressed like soldiers with matching chain mail shirts and studded leather helmets. All four were armed with swords which were held in scabbards attached to their belts. They wore green sashes like the other guards we had seen. They came to a stop a few feet in front of us.

“Travelers, where are you coming from and where are you headed?” their leader asked.

“From Groff to Hochwald,” Nikita answered.

The man nodded.

“Have you seen any threats between here and Groff?” the soldier asked.

“Yesterday afternoon, we saw a Roc flying in the distance,” Nikita replied.

I smiled as the soldiers all glanced up at the sky nervously. A moment later they had regained their composure.

“We shall watch the skies for its return. The road between here and Hochwald was quiet. Safe travels,” the soldier said as they began to walk their horses around us.

We watched them for a minute before we continued onward.

“It’s good that the road ahead is quiet,” I said.

“Just because it was quiet for the soldiers, doesn’t mean it will be quiet for us. Bad things might shy away from confronting four soldiers with chainmail and horses. The same bad things may think three travelers on foot are an easy target,” Nikita said grimly.

We stopped for a quick lunch just past a crossroads. A signpost next to the intersecting roads had arrowed signs indicating Netters was to the west and Hamm was to the east. Hamm was probably the settlement I had seen when we crossed the ridge. The other signs pointed towards Groff behind us and Hochwald ahead.

The afternoon was warm, and the lack of a breeze had me sweating as the day wore on. When the sun started dipping low in the horizon to our left, we started looking for a likely campsite.

“Maybe those trees to the right,” Kazumi suggested.

Being closest to that side of the road, I headed over to explore. The girls followed me. The little patch of wood had about twenty trees with some old trunks lying on the ground.

I started going around one of the old logs when it suddenly started moving.

I drew my sword and dove to the right as a long snout filled with fangs snapped at me, barely missing my left leg. I had the vague impression of a rough-skinned lizard monster.

“Lyndworm!” I heard Kazumi shout from behind me.

The jaws swung back towards me, and I dove forward into a roll as the jaws snapped at my last positions. I drew my blade as I sprang to my feet. I saw that the creature had short stubby legs and a long tail. I hacked at the nearest back leg with Hawkblade, opening a deep cut above its knee.

The creature let out a roar of pain and flailed its tail at me. I jumped over it and then jumped again as it swept towards me again. As the tail slowed to reverse course. I brought Hawkblade down on it in a two-handed blow. I severed off two thirds of the tail as blood spurted out from the wound.

The creature roared again, swinging its head around to bite me. As it did so, vines wrapped around its long mouth, snapping the jaws closed. I dove to the side again. The snout smashed into me, knocking me over. I was thankful Kazumi had the things mouth tied shut to keep it from biting me as I rolled to my feet again.

With a muffled roar, the Lyndworm swung around in the other direction. I saw Nikita darting away. The creature stumbled to the ground, its right foreleg covered with Ice and its left foreleg tangled in a vine.

I jumped forward and hacked at its injured back leg again. This time, my sword cut its leg off. I saw Nikita rush forward as she tried to stab the creature in the head. The Lyndworm was thrashing its head and the snout caught Nikita, tossing her to the side.

The Lyndworm let out a roar as it snapped open its jaws, tearing apart the vines that had held them closed. Nikita lay on the ground, stunned by the blow as the monster started dragging itself towards her.

I jumped on the creature's back, running along its spine as Kazumi sent new vines towards its jaws. I almost fell off the creature as it thrashed its way forward. I wasn’t sure if this creature had a heart, so I jumped towards its head.

I didn’t have time to flip my grip, so I braced the pommel on my hip as I crashed onto its neck, driving the point into the back of its skull. The sharpness of the blade combined with my weight behind it, drove the blade completely through the Lyndworm’s head, pinning it to the ground.

I slipped and fell to the ground near Nikita as the monster thrashed in its death throes. After a few moments, the creature's body shuddered and then it was still.

Nikita rolled to her knees and looked down at me.

“Are you alright?” she asked, a look of worry on her face.

I nodded. The front of my hip hurt from Hawkblade’s pommel. The side of the same hip hurt from how I had landed on the ground. I sat up with a wince of pain.

“What was that thing?” I asked.

“Val! You were amazing!” Kazumi gushed as she ran over to us.

Nikita frowned at her friend. Her look of worry for me had been replaced by a look of annoyance.

“Nikita, did you see Val running up the back of the Lyndworm!” the elf said excitedly.

“No, I must have missed that,” Nikita said sarcastically.

“What’s a Lyndworm?” I asked.

“A Lyndworm? A Lyndworm is … I don’t know... a giant lizard thing, I guess,” the elf said with a frown as she tried to explain.

“It’s right in front of you. That’s a Lyndworm,” Nikita said in an annoyed tone.

I gave her a wry smile. I could tell she was agitated.

“Lyndworms are these giant lizards,” Kazumi explained.

“Are they common around here?” I asked.

If we were likely to encounter more of these monsters, I wanted to know what to look for.

“They tend to be rare. Lyndworms keep to the deep parts of forests,” Nikita explained.

I looked around. This patch of woods was small and sparse. There didn’t seem to be any significant patches of forest anywhere near here. I saw Nikita scanning the area.

“My guess is that this was a random sent by the gods,” Nikita said.

The elf nodded in agreement.

“Hopefully, the gods will send us a useful random instead of a dangerous one next time,” I said.

“The Lyndworm isn’t totally useless, we will progress towards our next levels for defeating it,” Kazumi said as she looked at the dead monster.

“Does this thing have anything useful that we should harvest like the crystal shard in the wood spirit?” I asked.

Nikita shook her head no.

“Not unless you want the head as a trophy!” Kazumi said with a laugh.

“No, thanks,” I replied.

A trophy needed a trophy room. A trophy room needed a house. I had no place to call home. If at some point in the past I had a home, I couldn’t remember it.

“We can’t stay here. The carcass will attract scavengers,” Nikita said and headed back towards the road.

I pulled my sword out of the Lyndworm and wiped it on a patch of grass. With a last glance at the dead lizard, I followed after the girls.

By the time we found a suitable location for a camp, it was already dark. Fortunately, Kazumi's staff provided light for us until we had a small campfire going.

“Where is home for you two?” I asked as we ate.

“I am from Gladbrook, a small elven settlement near Breakhold,” Kazumi replied.

“My home was in Breakhold. I don’t have a home now,” Nikita said softly, a grim expression on her face.

“What happened?” I asked.

“My parents were adventurers. After they died, my uncle took me in. He was the Earl of Breakhold. He let me stay in the castle. In the wintertime, he was murdered by the usurper, Baron Skeg of Linberg, one of his vassals,” Nikita said quietly.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said with a frown.

Nikita just shrugged and stared into the fire.

“Are you the rightful heir to your late uncle?” I asked.

Nikita shook her head, no.

“My cousin, Elise is now the rightful heir. She is married to the Earl of Wenden’s son, Jon. The two Earldoms would eventually be joined under her children as my uncle had no other offspring,” Nikita said.

“Baron Skeg has dangerous ambitions,” Kazumi added.

“How so?” I asked.

“Wenden is a small Earldom next to Breakhold. It only has a small army of men, barely more than a glorified Town Watch. Skeg has many warriors,” Nikita said.

“Why hasn’t Skeg attacked Wenden?” I asked.

“There is a small pass through the high ridge that separates Breakhold from Wenden. A small but stout fortress blocks the way. Skeg is seeking help from others to build siege equipment. Once he is ready, he will assault the fortress. Once the fortress falls, Wenden will be wide open for attack,” Nikita explained.

“How did you manage to escape when your uncle was murdered?” I asked.

“I was visiting Kazumi at the time. Otherwise, I too would be dead,” she said.

“Is this the reason you were in Kidochu?” I asked.

“Yes, we were searching for a weapon to use against Skeg,” the elf replied.

“You spoke about a vision that led you to the temple that you found me in,” I said.

Nikita nodded.

“My uncle showed me great kindness as a child. Even more so after my parents died. I will avenge his murder and kill Skeg!” Nikita said angrily.

Kazumi reached over and patted her shoulder comfortingly.

“Without an army to help her, Nikita asked the gods for a vision to guide her in her search for revenge,” Kazumi said.

“I fasted for three days in a lonely place. During the third night, a god appeared in my dreams. It was the Trickster. The monkey god. He showed me the cursed city of Kidochu and his temple there. He took me inside the hidden room, and I saw a sword laying on an altar,” Nikita said with a faraway look in her eyes.

“That’s how we found you,” Kazumi said with a smile.

Nikita let out a little laugh colored with bitterness.

“I had hoped for an answer to my prayers. Instead, we found a broken sword and a naked man. I should have expected something like this from a vision sent by the Jester,” Nikita said angrily.

“Trickster, Jester, monkey god. This fellow seems to have a lot of names,” I said.

“The Liar, the fool, fox, crow,” Kazumi added.

It sounded like Nikita didn’t have a home either. She was in a difficult situation, and I could understand her desire for revenge on Skeg. Finding out her uncle was murdered was probably like losing her parents all over again.

“So, our goal is to travel to Breakhold and kill Skeg,” I said it more as a statement rather than a question.

Nikita looked over at me.

“You don’t have to join us on our fool’s mission. When we get to Hochwald, you can go your own way. I won’t hold you to your promise,” she said.

I shrugged.

“I have no place to go. I don’t remember anything before I met you two. It seems like fate that I awoke in that temple just when you reached it,” I said with smile.

“We will probably die when we go up against Skeg and his men,” the elf said, her usual happy expression was deadly serious now.

“We have already faced danger together. You two are the closest thing I have to family. I will fight Skeg with you,” I said with a shrug.

Nikita stared at me for a long moment.

“Thank you, Val,” she said and then stared into the fire again.

Kazumi stretched her arms and yawned.

“I’m going to see how much progress beating the Lyndworm gave me and then I’m going to sleep. Wake me up when it’s my time to watch,” the elf said and laid down on her mat.

Nikita would take the first watch as usual. I laid down and pulled up my screens. I realized that I had forgotten to check for any bonuses for beating the wood spirit yesterday.

Achievement Unlocked

Level 4 Reached

I checked my status screen next.

Status

Health: 105/105

Mana: 65/65

Stamina: 115/115

Level: 4

Experience: 424

Points to next level: 276

Attack: 20 (33)

(Hawkblade +13)

(Iron Dagger + 4)

(Standard Bow +6)

(Iron Arrow +8)

Defense: 20 (69)

(Leather Armor +26)

(Iron Helmet +15)

(Leather Gloves +3)

(Leather Boots +3)

(Tunic +1)

(Leggings +1)

Nice, I thought! That was a nice bump I had received for killing that monster. I was surprised at how many points I still needed to reach level 5. I had a feeling that each level was going to get progressively harder to reach.

These random encounters were dangerous, but they provided opportunities for growth. I didn’t know how far Breakhold was from Hochwald, but I needed to do my best to level up before we took on Skeg and his army.

I drifted off to sleep wondering how rare it was to find quests. The bonuses they provided would be great for rapid growth.


Chapter Twelve


We made good progress the next morning. When the road crested a small hill, I could see a large town ahead of us in the distance.

As we drew closer, I saw farms dotting the landscape outside of Hochwald. Another patrol of soldiers passed by, merely nodding towards us as they went around us.

We passed a few wagons heading south and ahead I could see people walking towards the town. A few windmills spun lazily near some of the farmhouses.

Unlike Groff, Hochwald’s walls were made of stone and stood about twenty feet tall. Two towers flanked the Southern gate of the city. The green and white flags of the country fluttered above the gatehouse. I could see a tall square keep in the western part of the town.

Two guardsmen stood on either side of the open gate, watching the people pass in and out of the town. They were wearing green sashes across their armor.

Nikita asked one of the guards for a recommendation for a modest inn. The guard recommended the Jolly Maid in the northeast corner of Hochwald.

Inside the gate, the streets were nicely cobbled, even the side streets that we passed. The homes were made of stone and wood with thatched roofs similar to the architecture in Groff. As we drew near the center of town, the homes were two stories tall with wooden roofs.

We passed a large two-story building with a sign that said The Golden Plough Food and Lodging. Another nearby building had a sign that said Tob’s Tavern.

The center of town was a small square bordered by shops. Signs advertised a blacksmith, a potion maker, two traders and a food market. Other merchants were selling their goods from small carts in the square.

The square was intersected by another wide street running east and west. We headed east and after a short walk we saw the sign for the Jolly Maid. The inn had two floors, but it was only half as large as The Golden Plough.

“Are we going to see if they have space in the barn?” I asked.

“I hate to spend the money, but after all this time on the road, I need a long hot bath,” Nikita said.

“And a good night’s sleep in a real bed!” Kazumi added excitedly.

The Jolly Maid had a great room similar to the layout of the Trapper’s Delight in Groff. A similar staircase led to a balcony for the upstairs rooms. Two orcs were sitting at one table while an elderly dwarf was sitting alone at another table. An elven woman was seated at the bar, talking to the woman behind the counter.

Nikita was able to get us adjoining rooms. A serving woman led us upstairs and showed us the rooms. One was for me while the other was for the girls. The rooms had two beds, a small table with a chair and a small chest for storing things. She handed us the keys and pointed to a small staircase at the far end of the balcony.

“This leads down to a hallway. To the left is the kitchen, to the right are the bathing rooms. The first room is for the ladies. I will send Hilda to fetch you when the baths are ready,” the woman said and then headed back downstairs.

The bathing rooms were downstairs. There were two rooms, each with three baths. Next to each tub was a little stand with towels and soap.

“Interesting. In Gladbrook, bathing rooms are communal for men and women,” Kazumi said.

The girls went into the first room. I went into the next one and stripped off my clothes. The water in the tub was hot, but not unbearably so.

It felt good to just sit and soak in the hot water. I could feel the weariness of the past week’s travel leaving my body. I could only imagine how good it felt for the girls who had been travelling for a couple of months.

Once my muscles had relaxed sufficiently, I grabbed the bar of soap from the stand and scrubbed my body. The soap had a pleasant citrus smell.

There was a mirror hanging on one of the walls. Underneath it was a stand with a bowl of water, more soap and a razor blade. I rubbed my jaw, feeling the stubble growing there.

When I finished, I dried myself off and put my clothes back on. Unfortunately, it was the only outfit I had. I walked over to the shaving mirror. It was fogged up from the hot water, so I used my towel to wipe off the fog.

I looked at myself in the mirror. Grey eyes stared back at me. Strange, but my face didn’t seem familiar to me. I had a square jaw and high cheekbones. My hair was dark blonde, and I could use a shave.

It was strange seeing myself. I felt like... like the last time I looked in a mirror, I looked sort of like this, but yet different. It was an odd feeling.

Like my lack of memory, just another mystery that I could do nothing about. I shrugged, it was pointless to worry about things I had no control over, all I could do was go forward. Maybe my memories would come back, maybe they would not.

I soaped up my face and used the razor to shave. I only nicked myself once. When I finished, I rinsed off and headed back to my room. As I passed by the other bathing room, I smiled as I heard the girls laughing happily.

I went up to my room, and lay down on the bed, leaving my door ajar so I could hear when the girls came upstairs. A short while later, I heard their voices outside as they entered their room. Soon afterwards, Kazumi poked her head into my room.

“Come on, we’re going to head to that potion maker’s shop that we passed to see what they will offer for the crystal shard,” she said cheerfully.

The sign outside the shop said, “Paul’s Potions and Remedies”. As we opened the door, a small bell attached on the other side of it rang lightly. The air in the shop was thick with the scents of dried herbs, simmering brews and exotic spices. The store’s shelves were crammed with glass vials, ceramic jars and wooden boxes filled with rare and exotic ingredients.

Near the back of the room, was a massive, weathered oak table. It looked like it served as the potion maker's workspace. It was cluttered with mortars and pestles, a small bubbling cauldron, and flasks filled with mysterious liquids. The table was stained with a kaleidoscope of colors, probably from the experiments and concoctions that had been brewed and mixed on it over the years.

The shopkeeper was an older woman with long, silver hair that fell in cascades around her. She wore a robe adorned with intricate, shimmering patterns that seemed to shift and change like a living tapestry.

“Welcome, how can I help you?” the woman said, her voice soft yet easily heard.

“Are you Paul?” I asked.

The woman’s eyes narrowed as she stared at me.

I felt Nikita’s foot kick the side of my boot. I looked at her with a frown.

“Forgive the rudeness of my companion. We were hoping to see if the potion maker would be interested in buying a crystal shard,” Nikita said.

The silver haired woman ignored Nikita as she walked over to stand a few feet in front of me.

“It seems that the gods do send you help eventually,” she spoke so softly that I barely heard her.

“What?” I said in confusion.

“Please accept our apologies for his behavior,” Nikita spoke again, and I could sense her agitation with me.

“Paul was my father. I took over the shop when he passed away many years ago. He taught me everything I know, and I keep the name in his honor,” the woman said as she continued to stare at me.

“We have a crystal shard. Would you be interested in buying it?” Kazumi asked.

“Let me see it,” she said without taking her eyes off me.

Nikita sat her travel pack on the floor and quickly pulled out the shard. She held it up in the air, so it caught the light from the lanterns in the room. The shard sparkled beautifully.

The woman glanced at the shard for a long moment.

“The crystal shard is of good quality. I will pay you handsomely for it if...” her voice trailed off as she stared at me again.

The girls shuffled nervously at the woman’s strange behavior.

“If what?” Nikita finally asked.

“If the Quester accepts my quest,” the woman answered.

I blinked a few times, caught by surprise at her statement. This was an opportunity for another quest and the bonuses it could provide!

“I will-,” I stopped speaking as I felt Nikita’s place her hand on my arm.

“If I may inquire, Miss....” Nikita interrupted me.

“Veronica,” the potion maker said as she turned to look at Nikita.

“Miss Veronica, what does your quest entail?” she asked.

Veronica turned towards me again.

“I need you to retrieve something that was stolen from me a long time ago,” she said.

“Where is this item?” I asked.

She hesitated a moment.

“In Hellvik,” she said, waiting for my reaction.

Hellvik meant nothing to me.

“How far is Hellvik?” I asked.

“Hellvik!” Kazumi said in dismay.

“Hellvik is a dangerous city. It’s home to corsairs that sail down the River Kar to the sea where they raid and loot up and down the Malabar Coast!’ Nikita added.

“True. But when the gods reveal a Quester, it is because the Quester is capable of the quest offered,” Veronica countered.

“A Quester can refuse,” the elf said.

“The greater the danger, the greater the reward,” Veronica said.

“And the greater the risk of death,” Nikita added.

“Indeed. What say you, Quester?” Veronica asked.

It sounded like a dangerous quest. But if the quest was dangerous, the rewards would be greater than what we had received for defeating the Wood Spirit. I needed to level up. I had promised the girls that I would help them defeat Skeg. To do that I would need to be stronger than I was now.

“What exactly do you need me to do?” I asked.

“Travel to Hellvik and find Alfonso the Alchemist. I know that he has a shop there. He has a mortar made of whitest alabaster and a pestle made of blackest ebony. It belongs to me. I want it back,” she said.

“You have a number of mortars here, why do you want that one,” Kazumi asked as she pointed to Veronica’s worktable.

“These are normal tools. The one you seek is magic. It is called the Tools of the Alchemist,” Veronica said.

I looked around the shop. The shelves were filled with potions.

“You have many potions... why do you need that particular mortar and pestle,” I asked.

“The Tools of the Alchemist allow a potion maker to create the highest quality potions. Every time. But even more than that, the tools belonged to my father. He spent half his life acquiring them. The tools, along with this shop, are the legacy my father left for me,” she explained.

“How did Alfonso steal them?” I asked.

Veronica’s face darkened with anger.

“The snake asked to become my apprentice. He said he had studied in Grakow, under an old alchemist there. He claimed that the alchemist had died suddenly, before his apprentice was even halfway done. I took him in and began teaching him,” she said.

“He betrayed your trust,” I said.

“Yes. Alfonso was no mere apprentice. He was a master potion maker. Tools of the Alchemist are exceedingly rare. Somehow, he had found out that I had a set. After he was here for a week and had learned my routine, he slipped a powerful sleeping potion into my tea. I slept for three days. By the time I awakened, Alfonso was long gone.

“How do you know he was a master level potion maker,” Kazumi asked.

“Because I drink a specific blend of chamomile and lavender tea. I would have been able to taste a normal sleeping potion. He had to have the knowledge of a master to be able to craft a sleeping potion whose taste could be hidden in my tea,” she said bitterly.

“How long ago did this happen?” Kazumi asked.

“Four years ago. I prayed to the gods to grant me a quest to retrieve the tools. I did not think that I would have to wait this long for a Quester to show up, but I am grateful that you are here,” Veronica said.

“How far is Hellvik?” I asked.

“I have studied the route. Four days to Deerbeck by wagon. Then another four days by wagon to Arnn. Then two days by boat down the River Kar to Helvik. Arnn has good relations with Hellvik as they sell them food from their farms,” Veronica told them.

“I will give you money for passage by wagon and boat,” she added.

“What if Alfonso has a fake set of the tools. How will I know the real one?” I asked.

“The mortar is the whitest of white and exceedingly cool to the touch. The pestle is the blackest of black and surprisingly warm when you touch it,” Veronica explained.

I nodded. I saw Nikita was chewing her lips with a worried expression on her face.

“If you accept this quest, it will delay our journey,” Nikita said.

“It will give us a chance to earn rewards and level up,” I countered.

“Are you sure you want to do this quest? They say Hellvik is a dangerous place,” Nikita cautioned.

I looked towards Veronica.

“I accept your quest,” I said as I pulled up my screen to confirm.

You have accepted Veronica’s Quest

Veronica nodded.

“Thank you, Quester,” she said.

“Let me hold the crystal shard,” Veronica added as she held her hand out to Nikita.

The potion maker carefully examined the shard.

“Wood spirit?” she asked.

“Yes,” Kazumi answered as Nikita nodded.

“It is of good quality. I will give you 150 gold for it,” Veronica said.

I saw both the girls’ faces light up in happy surprise.

“Excellent! We accept your offer,” Nikita said.

“What does Alfonso look like?” I asked.

Veronica’s face darkened as she pictured the man who had betrayed her trust.

“He is slight of build and only as tall as your shoulder. He has black hair and eyes. His skin is swarthy, and he has a long-hooked nose. He looks younger than he is, probably from his potions,” she explained.

Nikita had a few questions about our travel plans. Veronica explained as she counted out 150 gold and handed it to Nikita. She then handed me 300 gold for our trip.

“This should be enough to pay for passage for three people to Hellvik,” she said.

“Will it cost this much to reach Hellvik?” I asked, surprised by the number of coins she had given me.

“The standard fare is 5 gold per day of travel. This should cover the return journey for the three of you. The merchants from Deerbeck run a group of wagons that you can book passage on. The wagons arrived yesterday and will depart again early tomorrow,” Veronica explained.

“Speak to William at the Hochwald Food Market in the square. You will have to pay him and he will arrange passage all the way to Arnn for you. Once in Arnn you will have to ask about boat passage to Hellvik,” she added.

“I will do my best to retrieve your father’s tools,” I said.

Veronica thanked us and we headed to the Food Market. William was a kindly old man who booked our journey. He took down our names and I paid him. He explained that we would arrive in Deerbeck on Threeday and that wagons would leave for Arnn on Fiveday. If we needed lodging in Deerbeck, he recommended the Red Rooster Inn.

He handed us a receipt and we headed back to the Jolly Maid.


Chapter Thirteen


We bought a light lunch in the Jolly Maid’s greatroom and afterwards went up to my room to plan our next step. I sat down on the chair while the girls each sat on one of the beds.

“Between the money from the first quest and the money from the crystal shard we can afford to upgrade some of our gear,” Nikita said.

“I have a question,” I said, and the girls looked at me expectantly.

“Not that I would do this, but what would stop a Quester from keeping the money Veronica gave me for travel expenses and instead just go on my merry way instead of completing the quest?” I asked.

The girls' faces turned to shock at my words.

“Don’t even say such a thing!” Nikita hissed.

“You would bring the wrath of the gods down on us,” Kazumi whispered.

“Relax! I am not going to do that. I was just curious. Remember, my memory is blank from before I met you two,” I said.

The girls let out sighs of relief.

“You scared me for a moment,” the elf said with a little smile.

“As I was saying. We need to decide if we need any new gear,” Nikita continued.

“A new staff would be too expensive. Maybe if one of the merchants has a reasonably priced cloak of protection?” Kazumi said.

“What about you, Val?” Nikita asked as she turned towards me.

I just shrugged.

“I have no idea. I like this leather armor. It isn’t very heavy, and it gives me very good mobility. What about you?” I asked.

Nikita chewed her lips.

“Chain mail is heavy for me. I suppose studded leather would work. Elven armor is lightweight, but very expensive,” she said.

“Why don’t we see what the merchants have for sale. It is only midafternoon. I would imagine all the stores are open,” I suggested.

“We can stop by the blacksmith. They might have studded leather armor for sale,” Kazumi added as we stood up and headed out.

The blacksmith was on the corner where our street met the square, so we went there first. Outside of the building was a side area that was roofed over and separated from the street by a chest-high railing. A pair of double doors from the main building opened out onto the side area.

In the middle of the area was a forge and bellows set up for the smith to melt metal. The roof was formed of overlapping metal plates and the area around the forge was constructed from stone. A young man was pumping the bellows, causing the flames in the forge to burn brighter.

We walked into the main building which was made from thick timber beams and grey stone. The air was heavy with the smell of burning coal and hot metal. Just inside of the open doors were two large anvils bearing the scars from years of use. Between them was a worktable full of various sized hammers, tongs, and other tools of the blacksmith’s trade.

Along one of the walls were sturdy shelves holding ingots of iron, steel, and other metals that I didn’t recognize. Another wall displayed items for sale, for both warriors and farmers. I saw swords and shields next to rakes and ploughs. Near the anvils there were more weapons and tools in various stages of completion.

In one corner of the room was a small office area. The desk was cluttered with notes, scrolls, and sketches. On the wall behind the desk, a helmet and chest piece of plate mail was on display. They were beautifully fashioned with intricate designs scrolled into their surfaces.

The blacksmith was a big burly man with grey hair and powerfully built arms. He wore a soot-stained leather apron and thick leather gloves. He was watching over a young woman as she worked her hammer to curve a piece of metal over the anvil’s horn.

The blacksmith didn’t hear us enter at first. The rhythmic clanging of the hammer and the whooshing of the bellows filled the air. We wandered about for a few minutes, examining the various wares for sale. Everything that I saw seemed to be of good quality.

“How can I help you?” the blacksmith asked as he walked towards us.

“Do you have any elven mail gauntlets for sale?” Nikita asked.

“I have gauntlets for male and female customers,” the smith said proudly.

“Uh... yes. How much for the elven gloves?” Nikita asked.

“Forty-Five for the gloves,” the man said as he reached under the counter to pull up a set of chainmail gloves.

The gloves were made of very fine small chain links. Nikita removed her leather bracers and sat them on the counter. As she tried on the elven gloves, I could see that they were very supple.

Nikita nodded in satisfaction.

“I will take these,” she said as she removed them and set them on the counter.

“How much is an elven helmet?” Nikita asked.

“One hundred and twenty,” the blacksmith answered.

I saw Nikita wince at the price.

“How much is a leather helmet?” she asked.

“Sixty,” he answered.

“I would like to try it on,” Nikita said.

The blacksmith yelled for his assistant to fetch a woman’s leather helmet. The young woman hurried off to a side room and soon returned with a helmet. Nikita tried it on.

The brown leather helmet hugged her head. An extra layer of leather padded the forehead area.

“How do I look,” Nikita asked us as she struck a pose.

“Ready for battle!” Kazumi laughed.

“Though not as ready as Val with his horns!” the elf added, causing everyone to laugh. Even the smith.

“I will take this as well,” Nikita said to the smith.

“Anything else?” the blacksmith asked.

“We need to upgrade some of your gear,” Nikita said as she looked at me with a critical eye.

“What do you think, elven gauntlets for me as well?” I asked.

“You have the strength for dwarven mail,” Nikita said.

“Blacksmith, how much are dwarven mail gauntlets?” Kazumi asked.

“For good customers like you, eighty-five,” he said with a smile.

“Can I try on a pair?” I asked.

The smith nodded and handed me a pair from the shelf behind him. I took off my leather gloves and sat them on the counter. The dwarven gloves were fashioned with thicker links than the elvish gloves Nikita was wearing.

They definitely had some heft to them compared to the leather gloves. I flexed my fingers and twisted my wrists. Despite being a little thicker than the leather gloves, I didn’t think they would slow me down at all. They would definitely provide more protection.

“They feel good. Are you sure we can afford them?” I asked the girls.

“We will be fine,” Nikita said.

“Can he try on a pair of dwarven boots?” Kazumi asked the smith.

The smith frowned.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have any dwarven boots in stock at the moment,” he replied.

Nikita chewed her lips in thought.

“I do have a nice pair of orcish boots,” the smith suggested.

“Orcish? How much are they?” Nikita asked.

“Two hundred and ten,” the smith said.

I saw Nikita grimace at the price.

“May I suggest a pair of scaled linen boots for your friend?” the smith added quickly, afraid to lose a sale.

“How much are the scaled boots,” I asked.

“Only 70 gold,” the smith said with a smile.

“Let’s see them,” Nikita said.

The assistant hurried to the back room and returned with the boots, sitting them on the counter. I looked at the boots curiously. They were made of thick layers of cloth with a leather sole. The outside layer of cloth had overlapping metal scales sewn onto it. The little metal plates reminded me of the scales on a snake’s skin.

I removed my leather boots and tried on the scaled boots. They were comfortable and felt similar in weight to my boots.

“Do you like them?” Kazumi asked.

“They feel great,” I replied.

“We will take them as well,” Nikita said.

“Can I show you some more gear. Perhaps a new shield or war axe?” the smith asked.

“How much will you give us for these leather boots, the leather gloves and gauntlets?” Nikita asked.

The blacksmith examined our gear and did some quick calculations.

“I can offer you fifty-one gold,” he said.

Nikita chewed her lip in thought again. I wished that I had a better grasp of prices. The cost of things was another gap in my memory.

“Agreed,” Nikita said as she reached out and shook the blacksmith’s hand.

“Your purchase is 260 gold. Less the 51 for your gear leaves 209,” the smith said.

Nikita pulled a money pouch out of her travel pack and counted out the coins.

I saw the smith looking at my sword.

“That’s a nice sword you have there. Have you thought about buying a scabbard that fits its length? It would keep it more secure,” the blacksmith said.

“How much would a scabbard cost?” Nikita asked.

“First, let me see if I have one that is the correct length,” the smithy said as he stepped away to retrieve a couple of scabbards.

“Try this one,” he said as he handed me one of the scabbards.

I pulled out Hawkblade and sheathed it in the new scabbard. It fit perfectly. The scabbard even had leather straps that I could use to secure the hilt if I needed to.

“It's a plain scabbard, but it will do its job which is the most important thing,” the smith said with a nod.

“How much?” I asked.

“If you give me your old one, 4 Gold,” he replied.

Nikita handed him the coins as I switched the scabbards on my belt.

“A pleasure doing business with you, travelers,” the smith said as we headed out to the street.

“Where do we find upgrades for Kazumi?” I asked.

“We can check one of the merchant’s first,” the elf said.

Across the square from us was a shop that said, “Verna’s New and Used” on its sign. We walked over to it.

The store was filled with shelves and tables displaying a wide assortment of goods. I saw leather bound books and rolled up scrolls filling up one bookcase. Another case displayed potions and elixirs. Yet a third held crystals of various sizes and colors.

There were four clothing racks filled with a variety of clothing. I saw a display showing off various pieces of leather armor next to a display of magic staves. There were backpacks and musical instruments, shoes and fishing gear for sale in one corner.

A large weapon rack displayed swords, daggers and axes. There was even a large halberd hanging on the wall. Another rack displayed tools while a third had a few bows of various shapes and sizes.

In front of the back wall was a polished oak counter. Behind the counter was a plump woman with a friendly face. She was talking with a customer who was inquiring about a pair of shoes. Kazumi waited patiently for them to finish.

On the wall behind the counter was a locked display case. Through the glass doors I could see a number of oddities including brightly colored feathers, some jewelry and a small, strangely shaped skull of a mysterious three eyed creature.

Next to the display case were shelves holding bolts of exquisitely dyed and embroidered fabrics. My eye was drawn to a delicate blue silk with silver stitching. I smiled as I pictured Kazumi wearing a dress made of the material.

“What are you smiling about?” Nikita said as she looked over at me.

I glanced over at the fabrics again. I noticed a dark green fabric with gold stitching.

“I was just thinking how beautiful you would look in a dress made of that green and gold fabric,” I answered as I pointed my chin in the direction of the cloth.

Nikita followed my gaze. She looked at the cloth and then blushed for a moment. She looked at me again, her eyes flashing in anger.

“As if I would ever wear a dress for you!” she huffed before walking over to the weapon rack.

I fought to control my smile as Kazumi looked over at me curiously before glancing at Nikita with a puzzled expression before turning to the shopkeeper who had finished with the other customer.

“How can I help you?” the shopkeeper asked with a warm smile.

“Hello, I was wondering if you had any Mage's Robes for sale,” Kazumi asked.

“Let me check. Give me a moment,” the woman said as she reached under the counter and pulled out a notebook with the word “MAGIC” written on the cover.

The merchant opened the book and flipped to a spot in the middle of the book. She nodded in satisfaction at what she found listed.

“I have three in stock at the moment,” the merchant said as she looked up at Kazumi.

“What type and cost?” the elf asked.

The woman looked down and read from the entries in her ledger.

“I have one Apprentice Robe of Earth Magic, for 1,100 coins, one Apprentice Robe of Water Magic for 1,200 coins and a Novice Robe of Fire Magic for 640 coins,” the woman said and looked up at the elf.

Kazumi frowned.

“1,100 for the earth robe is more than I want to spend at the moment,” Kazumi said with a disappointed look.

The merchant nodded understandingly.

“Do you have any earth magic rings or amulets?” Nikita asked as she walked over to stand next to Kazumi.

As the woman leafed through her notebook, I wondered at how many different magic elements there were. It was another area that I had no memory of.

“The only thing I have at the moment is an Apprentice Ring of Earth Magic for 552 gold,” the woman said with a frown.

Both girls made a face at the price.

“Let me see if I have any less expensive items that may interest you,” the woman said as she turned back to her ledger.

I looked at Kazumi and she just shrugged her shoulders.

“What about an Amulet of Water Breathing for 175?” the woman looked up hopefully.

The elf shook her head, no.

The woman looked at her ledger again before looking up at Kazumi.

“The only other magic item I have that could be of interest is a Ring of Protection for 305,” she said.

“Is it a specific protection, or general protection?” Kazumi asked.

The woman checked her notes.

“General protection,” the merchant replied.

“That would be useful,” Nikita said.

“I know, but I hate to spend that much of our money,” Kazumi said with a sigh.

“Surely, such a kind and beautiful lady as yourself, could help us with a better price,” I said as I moved closer to the counter and gave the merchant a smile.

The woman blinked as she focused on me. I could see her blush slightly.

“Well...,” she said as she considered what I had just said.

“I would really appreciate it if you could help us,” I added with another smile.

“For a nice young man like yourself, I will accept 290 for the ring,” the woman said after checking her ledger again.

“Agreed!” I said and we shook hands.

Nikita and Kazumi were both staring at me in surprise.

“Could you please pay this fine merchant,” I said to Nikita with a little smile.

“Give me a moment, and I will return with the ring,” the merchant said as she hurried off to a back room.

The woman returned and handed Kazumi the ring. The elf examined the ring and then smiled in satisfaction. Nikita handed over the coins to the merchant.

“Thank you and safe travels,” the woman said.

We thanked her and then headed back to the inn.

“I’m so stupid. I can’t believe I didn’t think to have you negotiate better prices for us!” Nikita said angrily as she sat down on one of the beds in my room.

“What do you mean?” I asked, surprised by her comment.

“Kazumi said that your stats were all 15. They say that people with high charisma can get better prices from merchants. We could have saved a few coins at the blacksmith’s,” Nikita explained.

“Hey, don’t be mad at yourself, I didn’t think of that possibility, and I was the one who scanned him!” Kazumi said.

She looked at me and gave me a smile.

“Val’s a well-built, handsome man... I sort of forgot that he has a high charisma,” she added as her blue eyes sparkled with mirth.

“We just have to remember to let Val do negotiations in the future,” Nikita said with a shake of her head.

“I have no idea what a good price is for things,” I reminded them.

“We will be with you if you need to ask. Anyway, just remember to offer less than what the merchant asks. With your charisma, you will have a great shot at getting a better price,” Nikita explained.

That was good to know. Even small savings on every transaction would add up to a decent amount over time. Better prices meant getting better equipment faster.

We headed down to the great room for dinner. Veronica had given us a decent number of coins for our journey, but we didn’t want to be wasteful. We ended up ordering bowls of mutton stew and mugs of water instead of ale.

I tried to negotiate a better price for our meal, but the server just shrugged and said the price was the price. The meals were not very expensive, and I wondered if my charisma didn’t help much with low priced items.

We took our time with our meal, listening to a minstrel playing a stringed instrument in the corner of the room. There were only two other tables with customers and three more at the bar.

Eventually we went up to the rooms and headed for bed. We wanted to get up early so as not to miss the wagons heading for Deerbeck.


Chapter Fourteen


The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm, golden glow over the countryside of Hochwald. The cobbles of the road were well worn by both travelers and time.

The gentle swaying of the wagon coupled with the warmth of the day had made me drowsy and I had to fight to stay alert.

We had wound our way through the landscape, surrounded by tall grasses and wildflowers that swayed gently in the warm afternoon breeze. The pleasant smell of the flowers combined with the earthy fragrance of the nearby forest further relaxed me.

I was sitting in the second of four wagons, next to the driver. The wagons were each pulled by a pair of powerful draft horses. The horses were massive, their flanks gleamed in the sunlight as their manes and tails bounced and flowed behind them as they pulled us down the road.

The wagons were filled with barrels, sacks, and crates of goods from Hochwald on the way to Deerbeck and beyond. Each wagon was driven by drivers wearing wide brimmed straw hats to keep the sun from their faces.

The four wagons were guarded by six guards on horseback. One rode ahead and one brought up the rear while the others each rode alongside one of the wagons.

Next to each wagon, a large hound padded alongside, its ears and eyes alert for danger. The dogs were trained to protect the travelers and the cargo. The dogs moved silently on their padded feet while the wagon wheels creaked and rumbled along the old road.

Nikita was asleep in the third wagon. Kazumi was seated next to her. She gave me a smile when I caught her eye. It was a beautiful day.

As the day faded away to evening, we set up camp. One guard and one driver stood guard while the rest of us ate.

“How do we divide the night watch duties?” I asked the woman who seemed to be the leader.

“We’re paid to guard and deliver this cargo from Hochwald to Deerbeck. You and your friends are part of the cargo. You can sleep all night, we will take care of the watching. Just keep your weapon handy on the off chance something happens,” the woman replied.

“Do you see much trouble on the road?” Nikita asked.

“This road, no. It tends to be quiet. Hochwald and the area around Deerbeck are fairly safe. The King and the Earl keep the areas patrolled and there are a number of settlements in these parts. Keeps the monsters and the bandits down,” the woman explained.

“What kind of trouble do you see out here?” I asked.

“Here, mostly wolves or a panther. A bear sometimes. But the hounds tend to scare them off without a fight,” she said.

“How is the road to Arnn?” Kazumi asked.

“The first two days, the road is in Deerbeck territory. Quiet, mostly. The last two days the road travels through wild lands until it gets close to Arnn. The Earl that runs Arnn, old man Neville doesn't send out patrols,” she said, as she spat into the campfire.

“So, the last two days pose the most risk,” I said.

“Yes, but the wagons will have extra guards along for that trip. Inflates the cost of the goods, but the merchants in Arnn don’t care. They make up for it with what they charge the folks in Hellvik. Arnn is the only town that will do business with those pirates,” the woman explained.

We laid out our mats to sleep. As paying customers we were given the privileged spot near the fire while the wagon drivers and guards slept just beyond us.

At one point I woke up, alerted by the barking of one of the hounds. The girls and I sat up and looked around. One of the guards on duty jumped down from his perch on a wagon and walked over to the hound and stared into the darkness for a time.

Whatever the dog had seen must have moved on, because the dog walked a few paces closer to the fire before laying down. The guard just shrugged and returned to his seat. Eventually we all fell back asleep again.

The next two days passed uneventfully. We reached Deerbeck in the early afternoon of the fourth day. The town looked remarkably similar to Hochwald, save for the banners flying over the gate. The banners depicted a gold-colored deer on a green background. The soldiers sported green and gold trim on their uniforms.

The town gates were open, and the guards waved us through. I noticed that the buildings inside Deerbeck were mostly two-story stone structures with wooden roofs. As we made our way to the center of town, the wagons pulled over to let a group of guards pass by before continuing.

We soon reached the central plaza of Deerbeck. Merchants of all kinds lined the sides of the plaza, hawking their wares from colorful stalls and carts. The air was filled with the smell of spices, roasting meats and freshly baked bread.

The wagons passed through the plaza and continued down a side street before stopping in front of a large warehouse. A sign on the side of the building said, “Deerbeck Merchant's Guild.”

The lead wagon driver, who I had learned was named Sally, reminded us that the wagons would depart for Arnn in two days, early morning on Fiveday. Sally also recommended that we stay at an Inn called the Red Rooster, which was just off the central plaza.

The interior of the Red Rooster was a little different than the other two inns I had been to. There was a fireplace along the outer wall and a few long tables. A short bar with room for eight stools. The main difference was that to my right there were two small rooms with open doorways. Each housed a table and chairs. I guessed that they were used when customers wanted a little more privacy.

The clientele was mixed. A few humans, elves, orcs and dwarves. Everyone turned to look at us for a moment as we entered before returning to their drinks and conversations.

“Welcome, travelers,” the barmaid said to me as we walked over to the corner of the counter.

“Do you have any rooms available?” I asked.

“We will need two,” Nikita added as she frowned at me.

“I have two available. How many nights will you be needing them?” she answered, still looking at me and ignoring Nikita.

“Two nights,” Nikita answered before I could.

“That will be twelve gold, in advance if you please,” the barmaid answered.

“Surely a lovely lady like yourself could offer some weary travelers like ourselves a better price?” I asked as I gave her a winning smile.

“Ha, you’re a charmer, aren’t you!” the barmaid said with a little laugh.

I just raised an eyebrow and continued smiling.

“If it were up to me, lad, I would. But old Sam would fire me if I did!” she added.

Nikita paid her from the money Veronica had given us and the woman showed us upstairs to our rooms. The girls took the room near the landing while I had the last room at the end of the hall. The barmaid handed us the keys and headed back downstairs.

My room had two small beds and a tall wardrobe. I tossed my pack on one of the beds and headed to the girl’s room. Their room was larger than mine and included a small table with two small chairs.

“What’s the plan?” I asked as the girls put their packs away.

“The wagons won't head out for Arnn until Fiveday morning. That means we will be here the rest of today and all day tomorrow,” Kazumi said.

“Why does everyone think you are the leader of our group? It’s annoying!” Nikita said as she frowned towards me.

I just smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

“It’s his charisma!” the elf said with a little laugh.

“Hmmphh. Cheater,” Nikita said as she sat down on one of the beds.

I sat down on the other bed and Kazumi sat down next to me. A smile was still playing on her lips.

“So... what do we do for the rest of today?” I asked.

“We could explore Deerbeck. I have never been here before,” Kazumi suggested.

“Might as well. I have never been here either,” Nikita said.

The town of Deerbeck was busy with activity. Lots of people were going to and fro. I noticed many more dwarves than I had seen in Hochwald. I mentioned that to the girls.

“There may be a dwarven settlement nearby,” Kazumi said.

I had to move to the side to avoid being run down by a group of children as they ran down the street, laughing and chasing each other. The traffic on the streets was mostly pedestrian except for the occasional wagon or horseman.

A fancy carriage with curtains drawn over the windows passed by, heading towards the north side of town. A farmer and his dog were herding four sheep past us heading in the other direction.

“Let’s go in here. I love the smell of spice shops,” Kazumi said.

I looked up at the sign hanging over the door. It said, “Sarah’s Spice Emporium.” The smell of the shop tickled my nose with so many different aromas mixed together. A kindly looking old woman smiled at us from behind the counter.

The store was filled with jars and open boxes of all manner of spices. Each spice was labeled with a little sign written in a neat script.

“Oh! Kellerbush leaves!” I heard Kazumi say.

I walked over to where the elf was inhaling deeply over an open jar filled with dried red leaves. The spice merchant also approached with a smile on her face.

“I just received a shipment last week. Those Kellerbush leaves are of the finest quality!” the woman said with an encouraging nod.

“Could I please have two coins worth,” Kazumi said as she continued to smell the leaves.

“Certainly!” the woman said.

The merchant measured out a small handful of leaves and placed them into a small pouch. Kazumi paid and we headed back out to the street.

We checked out a metal workers shop for a few minutes and then we stopped by a store that sold dried fruits and nuts. Nikita purchased some dried apples and figs as well as some walnuts to add to our supplies.

The next shop was a wine merchant. An elven man had dozens of bottles on display from various lands. He also had casks of wine and even barrels that could be purchased.

Next, we passed a cheese monger who had wheels of cheese for sale next to a baker's shop that smelled amazing. We then wandered around a wool merchant's store before heading back to the Red Rooster Inn for dinner.

We ordered the specialty of the house, roast pork with pickled cabbage and boiled potatoes. We enjoyed a round of the Rooster Ale that the serving woman recommended. It was crisp and refreshing.

“What are we going to do tomorrow?” I asked after we had finished our meal.

Kazumi looked towards Nikita who just shrugged her shoulders.

“There were a few more shops that we didn’t stop by today,” the elf said.

The serving woman stopped by our table to see if we wanted another round of ales.

“No, thank you. We are making an early night of it,” Nikita said.

The serving woman nodded and turned to head to another table.

“Excuse me,” I said.

“Yes?” the serving woman replied as she turned to me.

“Are there any sights to see in or around Deerbeck? We are leaving on Fiveday, but have no plans for tomorrow,” I asked.

The woman thought for a moment.

“The Earl maintains a large garden next to the keep. It is very lovely, and all are welcome to walk the grounds. Sometimes my husband and I go and enjoy a picnic there. There is a maze there and I will hide and then my husband tries to find me. Then, every Fourday here at the Rooster, we have a trio of musicians that entertain the customers. They start at dinnertime,” the woman suggested.

“That sounds great. Thank you,” I said.

The woman smiled and nodded before heading off to the next table.

“A picnic sounds wonderful!” Kazumi said with a big smile and an excited clap of her hands.

“We could get some bread from that bakery and cheese from the shop next to it,” I suggested.

“I suppose we could spend some of Veronica’s money and treat ourselves to a nice bottle of wine,” Nikita added.

“We could hide in the maze and Val could try to find us!” Kazumi said, her blue eyes sparkling as she smiled at me.

I smiled back. That did sound like fun.

Nikita just frowned and gave us a grimace.

“That sounds like too much work,” she said.

“After the picnic, we could come back here. I would like a bath before the next leg of our journey. Then we could relax and watch the entertainers,” Kazumi said.

With the plans for tomorrow settled, we headed off to bed.


Chapter Fifteen


We slept in the next morning and got a late start with our visit to the gardens. On the way we picked up a loaf of bread and some cheese. The wine merchant recommended a reasonably priced white wine for us, and we purchased a bottle.

On the far side of the plaza, between a jeweler and a cloth merchant, a wide street led towards the castle. The gardens were to the right of the castle, surprisingly larger than I expected. A couple of elderly women were walking out of the gardens, but otherwise the place seemed empty.

The garden was bordered by a low wall of neatly trimmed bushes about three feet tall. An archway of weathered stone, partially covered by climbing roses, marked the entrance.

The paths in the gardens were made of small white stones and they wound their way through neatly manicured grass and lush flower beds. The air smelled sweetly from the various herbs and flowers that were planted in the gardens.

The flowers were arranged in symmetrical patterns that helped highlight the variety of colors in bloom. Another area of the gardens featured flowering fruit trees while another section was planted with colorful vegetables.

Interspersed amongst the displays of flowers and trees were statues of children, dogs and cats. They were carved from gleaming white marble and featured their subjects joyfully playing.

A few ornately carved fountains were spaced throughout the gardens. The splashing of their water, as it fell into basins, provided a soothing background noise as we strolled through the park-like setting.

Wooden trellises covered in grapevines shielded stone benches from the sun. We sat on one for a few minutes, enjoying the calm serenity of the garden. A few bees buzzed around the flowers, their soft humming adding to the peaceful scene.

At the far end of the gardens, we found the entrance to the maze. It was made from tall green hedges. The hedge bushes were neatly trimmed to resemble green walls.

The maze was next to a small pond. A few water lilies floated on the surface, and I could see small, brightly colored fish darting about, just beneath the surface of the water. A family of ducks watched us curiously from the far side of the pond.

It was a beautiful day. The sky was blue and dotted with small fluffy white clouds. We sat down on the grass facing the pond. We shared the bread and cheese and took turns taking swigs from the bottle of wine.

The family of ducks approached from the pond, hoping for some bread. Kazumi stood up and walked over to the water. She began tossing little pieces of bread to them and she laughed as she watched them race to see who would reach the bread first.

“I’m sorry, little duckies, Kazumi has no more bread!” the elf said as she brushed the last of the crumbs from her fingers.

She walked back over to where Nikita and I were sitting on the grass.

“Shall we go to the maze?” the elf asked with an eager smile.

“You go ahead. I’m going to lay on the grass and relax,” Nikita said as she leaned back onto the grass and closed her eyes.

“Come on Val,” Kazumi said as she grabbed my hand and pulled me up.

Not letting go of my hand, she led us to the maze’s opening. I could feel tiny tingling sensations where her skin touched my skin.

“Okay. Count to 100 and then come find me!” the elf said as she let go of my hand and ran into the maze.

“No cheating!” I heard her say as she disappeared around the first turn.

I laughed and then started counting. Once I reached 100, I walked into the maze. It didn’t seem like the maze was very large, so I figured it wouldn’t take too long to find her.

I slowly walked along the turns and twists of the maze. I thought I saw her running around a corner ahead of me as I stepped into a section of the maze I had not been in yet. After about five minutes, I went around a right turn just as she was rushing in my direction. Our bodies collided and I instinctively wrapped my arms around her.

Kazumi laughed for a moment as her blue eyes looked up into mine. A slow blush spread across her cheeks as she smiled up at me. She stood up on tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine for a moment, catching me by surprise.

“What was that for?” I asked.

“You caught me. That was your reward!” Kazumi said with a laugh.

“Is that it?” I asked with a mischievous grin as I pulled her body tighter against mine.

Her blush deepened and she smacked her palm against my chest, playfully. She wiggled free of my grasp and then grabbed my hand.

“Let’s find our way out!” she said as she pulled me along behind her.

A few minutes later we were out of the maze and walking back towards Nikita. She was still lying where we had left her. We sat down on the grass next to her, passing the time by watching the ducks swimming in the pond.

After a bit we walked around the garden one more time. We stopped to talk to a young boy that was walking two puppies. Nikita and Kazumi bent down to pet them. The elf laughed as the one she was petting rolled over on its back so she could rub its stomach.

Later, as we walked back towards the plaza, Kazumi pointed to a jewelry shop on the other side of the street. A brass sign over the entrance simply said, “Gemheart’s” with a depiction of an oval gemstone.

“Let’s stop in there and see what they have!” the elf said.

The entrance to the shop was a heavy wooden door, intricately carved with strange runes and intricate designs.

“A dwarven jeweler, no doubt,” Kazumi said as she nodded towards the door.

The interior of the shop was a warm and inviting place. Several display cases made of oak and glass showcased an array of jewelry. There were rings and necklaces, bracelets and earrings, each type of adornment in its own section. The gems sparkled and gleamed in the softly flickering light of the lanterns hanging from the ceiling and walls.

The shopkeeper was an older dwarven woman. She was wearing a pair of delicately framed glasses, and her auburn hair was streaked with grey.

“Welcome, welcome! Is there any type of jewelry you are looking for?” the woman asked Kazumi as the elf walked up to the glass display on the counter.

“Thank you. We are just passing through Deerbeck on the wagons, and we were curious as to what wares are for sale in your fine city,” the elf said with a smile.

The woman nodded, a look of disappointment evident on her face that we were not here to buy anything. She nodded to Nikita and then looked at me. Her eyes widened in surprise.

“Quester! Thank the gods!” the woman said.

Was this another person with a quest for me, I wondered. Could I have more than one quest active at a time?

“How can I help you?” I asked.

Nikita and Kazumi were looking back and forth between me and the dwarf, surprise evident on their faces.

“You are a travelling adventurer, yes?” she said hopefully.

“Yes, we are,” I answered.

The woman clasped her hands in front of her as if in supplication.

“Would you by chance be heading to Hellvik?” the dwarf asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“I have a quest for you if you would be willing to accept it?” she said.

Hellvik sounded like a dangerous place. We were already taking a risk in agreeing to steal Veronica’s magic mortar and pestle back.

“What is the quest?” Nikita asked.

The woman glanced at Nikita for a moment before speaking to me.

“I am Hilmar Gemheart, proprietor of this jewelry store. My son, Harvald, left for Hellvik two years ago. He said he wanted to adventure and see the world. He chafed at working in our jewelry store. I have not had any word from him since,” she said with a note of desperation in her voice.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“I want you to try to find him and deliver a letter to him. If you cannot find him, see if you can find any word of him. I know not if he is alive or dead,” she said.

I thought about it. We were going to Hellvik anyway. If we were lucky, I could find her son before we tackled Veronica’s quest. I assumed we would have to leave Hellvik in a hurry once we had retrieved the mortar and pestle, so it would make sense to find her son first.

I looked at the girls and they both nodded. It could be an easy way to get some experience and a reward with hopefully little risk.

“I accept your quest,” I said to the woman.

Hilmar let out a sigh of relief and almost lost her balance, placing her hands on the counter to catch herself.

“Thank you, thank you, Quester! Give me a moment to retrieve the letter from my office!” Hilmar said and hurried off through a door in the back wall.

A moment later she returned with an envelope. She handed it to me. In a neat script across the front was written Harvald Gemheart. The back of the envelope was sealed with red wax bearing an image of a gemstone imprinted on it.

“I will do my best to find your son or word of him,” I said to Hilmar.

The woman nodded. I could see emotions playing across her face.

“I wish you safe travels,” Hilmar finally said.

I nodded and we left her shop and headed back to the Red Rooster. We stopped to talk in the girls’ room.

“Another quest! Hopefully it has a decent reward!” Kazumi said as she sat down on one of the beds.

“It sounds like a simple quest. I wouldn’t be surprised if the reward is small,” Nikita said as she sat down on one of the chairs.

“We are heading to Hellvik anyway, so I accepted the quest. It seemed like a good way to increase the value of a trip we were making anyway,” I explained.

“You did the right thing. As you said, we were already going to Hellvik. I just don’t want to set my expectations too high for the reward for a simple quest,” Nikita explained.

“Hopefully we can find someone that has heard of him,” Kazumi said.

“Hellvik is a city of pirates. Are there many Dwarven pirates?” I asked.

“The dwarves are not known to be seafarers, in general,” Nikita said.

“If there aren’t too many dwarves in Hellvik, it could make finding him easier,” Kazumi added.

We sat there quietly for a minute, thinking about a city full of pirates. I hoped the reward would be worth the risk.

“Well, I don’t know about you two, but I am going to take a bath,” Kazumi said and stood up.

“Good Idea,” Nikita said, and I nodded.

“I will go downstairs and let them know to prepare three baths,” the elf said as she got up and headed downstairs.

After we had all bathed and relaxed for a bit, we went downstairs for dinner. I was surprised to see that there were only two empty tables and most of the stools at the bar were occupied.

“The musicians seem to draw quite the crowd! I can’t wait to hear them!” Kazumi said enthusiastically.

We ordered a round of ales and three servings of tonight’s special which was half a roasted chicken with a baked potato and some vegetables.

The musicians started setting up as our food arrived. I saw an elven man with a flute, a woman with a small drum and tambourine and another man had a fiddle. They were positioned in the empty corner next to the bar. Some of the tables had been pushed back to clear a large space in front of the musicians.

The trio began with simple melodies and sometimes the woman would sing and sometimes the man with the fiddle sang. The three of them were talented and I was enjoying the music.

We finished our meal and Nikita ordered us another round. She was smiling and nodding her head to the music. It was good to see her relax and enjoy herself instead of frowning. She always seemed so tense and worried.

I looked over at Kazumi. She was laughing and clapping along as the musicians played a jaunty tune. Her happiness was contagious, and it brought a smile to my face. Some of the other patrons had started dancing in the open area near the bar. The Red Rooster was filled with laughter and talking as the customers enjoyed the evening’s entertainment.

I felt Kazumi’s hand reach out and touch mine. I glanced her way. Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she leaned closer to me.

“Val, come dance with me. The music calls for it,” she whispered in my ear.

She stood up and gently tugged at my hand, pulling me to my feet.

I hesitated for a moment. The other customers had formed a swirling circle on the wooden floor as they moved in rhythm with the music.

“I’m not sure if I know how to dance,” I said to her.

“Don’t worry I will show you!” Kazumi said as her blue eyes sparkled with anticipation.

I nodded and let her pull me along with her. We joined in at the end of the dancer’s line. I watched Kazumi’s feet as she stepped in a simple pattern that followed the beat of the song. After a moment I was able to copy her moves.

The musicians seamlessly blended the tune into the next song. The dancers changed the pattern of the dance steps and I almost stumbled. Kazumi gave me an encouraging smile and after a few beats I had the pattern down.

Around us, the crowd joined in, clapping their hands to the rhythm, their voices singing along with the fiddle player. Kazumi laughed happily as we followed the other dancers and seeing her joy made me smile.

We danced to two more songs, the circle of dancers moving a little faster as the steps of the dance changed with the faster beats of each new song. Kazumi was a graceful dancer, easily flowing from one dance pattern to the next. I surprised myself at how quickly I picked up the steps of each new dance.

The musicians finished the last song and the dancers stopped and clapped enthusiastically. Kazumi's face was flushed with excitement from the last song, and I was breathing fast from it as well.

“We will slow things down a bit with “The Shepherd and the Maid” before we take a short break,” the woman singer said as they started playing a slow tempo song.

“I love this song!” Kazumi said.

I looked around. Most of the other dancers had returned to their seats to enjoy a drink of their ales. A few couples were still on the floor, embracing each other in a slow dance.

“Will you dance this dance with me?” I asked as I held out my hand to her.

The elf blushed. But then she took my hand in hers and I pulled her body close in a loose embrace. I looked over at the couple dancing next to us and I did my best to copy their moves.

“You dance very well,” Kazumi said softly.

“I surprised myself at how quickly I picked up the steps of the different dances,” I said softly in her ear as I pulled her body a little closer to mine.

Her body was a delightful combination of softness and firmness. Her skin and hair smelled wonderful. I could feel her trembling slightly.

“You have high dexterity and intelligence. It doesn’t surprise me that you are a good dancer,” she replied.

The dance ended too soon. Kazumi stepped back from my embrace, but her eyes stared into mine for a long moment before she led me back to the table.

Nikita was frowning at us. I guessed she wasn’t too happy with Kazumi for slow dancing with me. I wondered if she was worried that I would come between their friendship for each other.

Nikita stood up before we could sit down.

“I paid for our meal and drinks already. We should go to bed. Tomorrow morning will come quickly, and we want to be well rested for our trip,” she said.

I wouldn't have minded dancing with Kazumi again, but I just shrugged my shoulders and nodded. I saw that the elf was frowning at her friend.

Nikita ignored Kazumi and headed towards the stairs. Not wanting to cause any friction between my teammates, I followed behind her. Kazumi hesitated a moment and then headed for the steps as well. I bid the girls good night and headed off to my room.


Chapter Sixteen


A faint tapping sound woke me a few hours later. I sat up in bed, grasping Hawkblade’s pommel. I looked around the room, trying to get my bearings. The lantern on the table was turned down low and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. I heard the tapping again. I realized it was someone tapping on the door to the room.

I stood up. I cautiously approached the door, holding my sword at the ready. I unlocked the door and peeked out.

Kazumi was standing outside, her hand raised and ready to knock again. The elf’s blonde hair was down, and she had a bedsheet wrapped around her body.

“Is everything-,” I began.

“Shhhh!” she whispered as she held a finger across her lips.

She pushed the door open and slid into the room. I hoped everything was all right with her and Nikita.

“Close the door,” she whispered.

“Is everything all right?” I whispered in concern as I pushed the door closed.

The elf smiled appreciatively as she looked at my naked body as I stood there with my sword pointing towards the ground.

“I’m fine. You can put your sword away,” she whispered.

I tossed Hawkblade onto the bed where I had been sleeping. As I turned back to the elf, I saw that she was staring at my penis. She looked up at me and I thought she was blushing again.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said simply.

“Why not?” I asked.

“I kept thinking how wonderful it felt when you held me in your arms earlier,” she answered softly.

I gave her a wicked smile. Truth be told, it had taken me a while to fall asleep as I lay in bed, remembering how good her body had felt in my arms.

Kazumi slowly let the sheet slide down her body, slowly revealing her full breasts. The sheet slipped past her flat stomach before it caressed her hips. She let the sheet drop to the floor where it puddled around her dainty feet.

“Val... do you find me attractive?” she whispered, her eyes big in the faint light as she waited for my answer.

I reached out and took her hands in mine. I looked at her lovely face and the beautiful curves of her body. I pulled her close to me and looked down into her eyes. My right hand let go of her hand so I could lightly hold her chin.

“Kazumi, you are incredibly beautiful,” I said and then I kissed her.

She moaned softly and pressed her warm body against mine as she wrapped her arms around my neck. I reached my left arm around her waist, pulling her even closer. My tongue parted her lips as I tasted the sweetness of her mouth.

I felt Kazumi smile as our tongues began to playfully dance with each other. I trailed my hand down her neck so I could squeeze her breast. It was wonderfully full and firm and her skin was so soft and smooth to touch. Her nipple hardened as I rubbed my thumb across its surface.

I broke off our kiss so I could bend down and take her nipple in my mouth. I playfully bit it, making her gasp in surprise.

I licked her soft skin as I moved my mouth to her other breast. She ran her fingers through my hair as I teased her nipple.

I stood straight again and pulled her into another kiss. My hands cupped the curves of her buttocks as I shifted her body so she could feel my erection pressed across her belly.

Kazumi moaned again. I took one of her hands and guided it down so she could feel me. Her small hand wrapped around my shaft. She let out another little moan as she squeezed me.

My left hand massaged her bottom as my right hand caressed her breast. I broke off our kiss and started kissing her neck.

“Val, you are so thick and hard. It's so hot to my touch,” she whispered as her hand started moving up and down as she stroked my length.

I kissed her long ear. Kazumi shuddered and sighed happily. I began alternating between kissing and licking her ear.

“Oh... Val...,” she whispered as her hand moved faster on my cock.

I smiled. It seemed that Kazumi’s ears were very sensitive.

I kissed her lips again as my hands cupped her butt. I loved the feel of her nicely curved bottom. My fingers teased the cleft between her cheeks.

Kazumi hungrily pressed her tongue into my mouth. Her tongue sought mine out as the flames of her desire burned hotter.

I surprised her by easily lifting her up off the floor. She wrapped her arms around my neck.

“I forget how strong you are!” she said as she looked down into my eyes.

She crushed her mouth against mine as I carried her to one of the beds and gently laid her down, my body pressing down on top of her.

We kissed for a long moment and then I moved to lay beside her so I could run my hand along her body. I leaned up on my elbow so I could see her better. My hand caressed her breasts before sliding across the smooth planes of her belly.

“You are so beautiful,” I said softly as I looked into her beautiful blue eyes.

She smiled and reached out her hand to touch my cheek.

“You make me feel beautiful,” she whispered.

I trailed my hand down to caress her thigh. She shivered as I squeezed the soft flesh of her inner thighs. I gently slid my hand up to where her thighs joined and touched her most private area.

Kazumi let out a gasp as her thighs clamped around my hand. Her eyes had a look of panic in them. I gave her a reassuring smile.

“Are you all right,” I asked softly.

Kazumi nodded after a moment.

I reached down and kissed her. After a moment, her thighs relaxed, and I was able to gently caress the outside of her womanly folds. I continued kissing her as I softly touched her.

I teased her opening with one of my fingers and she gasped as her thighs squeezed together again.

“It just feels so strange and different,” she said, a hint of nervousness in her voice as she broke of our kiss.

I gave her a smile. I held my hand still as I kissed her cheek. I nibbled on her ear and Kazumi let out a little squeal of delight. I kissed and teased her ear as she spread her thighs again.

I swirled my finger around her opening. I could feel the wetness there. Ever so slowly, I pushed my finger inside of her.

“Oh, Val,” Kazumi whispered as she pulled her thighs together, but this time gently and not tightly.

I continued teasing her elven ear as I pushed my finger deeper. Her passage was so tight. She was breathing heavily.

I moved my lips to her mouth. We kissed deeply as I inserted a second finger inside of her. She moaned and her hand reached up and grabbed my shoulder.

I could barely get my second finger inside of her. Kazumi's other hand wrapped around my shaft. She squeezed and stroked my length as I gently worked my fingers inside of her, drawing out her wetness and loosening up her opening.

Kazumi’s hips started moving in reaction to my touching and probing.

She broke off our kiss and looked up at me. I could see a look of confused worry in her eyes.

“Val... I know you should go inside of me. I... I want you inside of me. But... you are so big! I don’t think it will fit,” she whispered anxiously.

I gave her another smile.

“Patience is the key. It will fit when you are ready,” I said as I dropped a kiss on her little nose.

“I don’t understand? How will I be ready for you?” she asked as her eyes searched mine.

I pulled my fingers out of her passage and rested my hand on her hip. I gave her a mischievous grin.

“I will show you,” I said as I moved my body so that I was on top of her again.

I placed my palms on either side of her body and lifted my torso up so I could look down at her. Her blonde hair was spilled all around her on the pillow. I just looked at her for a moment, admiring how pretty she was.

“What are you doing?” she asked as she looked up at me.

“I am appreciating how lucky I am to be with such a beautiful woman before I go on to the next step,” I replied.

She gave me a brilliant smile before frowning.

“What is the next step?” she asked.

I gave her another grin.

“You are about to find out,” I said as I gave her a quick kiss before shifting my body down the bed.

My head was now at her breasts, and I began kissing and teasing them. I licked at her nipples, making them damp. I gently blew across them, causing the skin to pucker with little goosebumps.

“Val!” she said with a little laugh.

I shifted my body down again so I could kiss and lick her belly button. I slowly worked my tongue down as I licked her abdomen, causing her body to shiver.

I shifted lower and started kissing her thighs. I gently bit the soft skin of her inner thigh and she let out a little gasp. I slowly kissed and licked my way up to where her thighs met. I paused, inhaling the sweet musky smell of her.

I placed a soft kiss on the folds of her vulva, and she squealed in surprise, her thighs clamping around my head.

“Val!” she said nervously as she lifted her torso up on her elbows and looked at me in alarm.

I chuckled.

“Relax, Kazumi. Lay back down and enjoy what I am going to do to you,” I said as I gently pried her thighs apart.

The elf nodded and laid her body back down on the bed.

I softly kissed her vulva again. Her body spasmed, but she didn’t try to crush my head between her thighs again.

My tongue teased her opening, and I heard her whimper as her breath caught. I took my time, gently kissing and teasing her to give her time to adjust to the sensations.

My hands massaged the soft flesh of her thighs as I pushed my tongue deeper into her. Then I slowly slid a finger inside of her as I kissed and sucked on her clit. Her hips started gyrating. I could feel the wetness of her as her passage became slick.

I slid a second finger into her as I continued using my lips and tongue to stimulate her. Her hands reached down and grabbed ahold of my hair.

“Val... this feels so strange! And wonderful!” she whispered.

I was too busy kissing and teasing her to answer. Her hips began to gyrate faster as I pulled my fingers partially out before pushing them even deeper inside of her. I slowly sped the motion up as my tongue rapidly flicked over her clit.

“Val! Val! … I feel like I’m about to explode!” she gasped.

I continued teasing her and a few moments later I felt her body shudder as her passage convulsed around my fingers. Her fingers tightened their grip on my hair.

“Ooooh!” she whispered breathlessly as her body trembled.

I smiled as I slowly withdrew my fingers. I kissed her vulva again before lifting myself up on my elbows so I could look up at her. Her hands released my hair and dropped to her sides. I gave her a grin as she looked down towards me, her eyes filled with wonder.

“Val... that was... indescribably wonderful,” she said, her breasts still heaving as she caught her breath.

I moved up on the bed so that we were face to face again. I leaned down and kissed her deeply. Her arms wrapped around my neck.

I kissed her for a long moment, giving her time to recover. I wanted her. I wanted to make love to her. Giving her a climax had me rock hard and ready for her.

I broke off our kiss and reached down to grab my shaft. I positioned my cockhead at her entrance. I slowly teased her, rubbing my tip along her slit. Her hips began to wiggle as she felt me probing her entrance.

“Val, I want you inside of me... but how in the world is that going to fit!” she said as she looked up at me anxiously.

“Don’t worry, Kazumi. I will take my time.” I answered.

She looked up at me.

“Do you trust me?” I asked.

Kazumi nodded.

“With my life,” she said softly.

Her response made me want to bury myself to the hilt inside of her. But I didn’t want to rush it or cause her pain so instead I bent down and kissed her again.

As our tongues danced together, I slowly pushed my cock inside of her. She let out a little gasp around our kiss. Once my cockhead was inside of her I paused. I gave her a moment to adjust to my size and then I pushed in a little deeper. She was so tight.

“Val!” she gasped as she broke off our kiss.

“Relax your body,” I said as I kissed her cheek.

I remembered how much she had liked it when I kissed her ear. I leaned my head over and ran my tongue across the edge of her ear. She let out a little squeal as her body shivered.

As I teased her ear with my lips and tongue, I pushed more of my cock inside of her. Her body tensed again, but soon she relaxed. I pulled partially out of her and then worked my way in again, this time going a little deeper.

The wetness from her orgasm helped lubricate her passage. I began working my cock in and out of her, each time pushing deeper. Each stroke widened her passage a little more, making the next thrust a little easier.

Her exquisite tightness was making it hard for me to keep control. I really wanted to just pound into her until I came. I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

I pushed even deeper inside of her.

“Oooh, Val,” she whispered.

I kept my stroking motion going, working my way deeper. Finally with a last thrust, I buried myself to the hilt inside of her. Kazumi let out a little whimper of pain as I fully stretched her.

“Are you all right?” I asked softly, pausing our lovemaking for a moment.

Kazumi nodded.

“You’re so big,” she whispered.

I smiled and then continued kissing and teasing her ear. Her hips moved under me as she adjusted to the feel of me filling her up. I held my body still, but her movements were driving me mad with desire.

I slowly pulled most of my cock out of her before pushing it all back inside. Her passage was wet but so incredibly tight.

I repeated the motion again and again. Each time I moved in and out of her a little bit faster.

Kazumi began to respond to my strokes. She met my push with a little push of her hips, letting out a little whimper every time I was fully inside of her.

I increased the speed of my tongue's motions in her ear as I increased the tempo of my strokes. She was gasping for air underneath me as her fingers grasped my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin.

She cried out softly as her body shuddered in her second orgasm of the night. I felt her passage convulsing around my cock and the sensation pushed me over the edge. With a final powerful thrust that made her moan in pain, I plunged myself as I far as I could go and exploded in a mighty orgasm.

I pumped myself into her and then slowly lowered myself onto her body. I found her lips and kissed her.

Kazumi laid in my arms, resting her head on my chest. We had made love one more time and it was nice to just lay there in bed now, enjoying the warmth of her body as she snuggled against me.

I was starting to dose off when Kazumi shifted her body so she could lift her body up on her elbow.

“Val! I have three points that I can allocate to my stats!” she said excitedly as she looked down at me with a smile.

I blinked in confusion as I tried to understand what she was talking about.

“And I am officially a bonded member of your team!” she added happily.

“Hmmm. Sorry. I was falling asleep,” I said as I gave her a bemused smile.

“Remember what I said about being a Quest Master? If you are bonded with one of your team members, they get additional bonuses,” she explained.

I noticed that the little red light in the corner of my vision was blinking. Unless I concentrated on finding it, it just faded into the background. I pulled up my screen as I was greeted by a pair of notifications.

The first message read:

“Kazumi is now a bonded member of your quest team.”

The second message said:

“You have three additional points that you must allocate to your stats.”

“That’s interesting. I didn’t accept you as a bonded team member, but now you are listed as one,” I said.

Kazumi laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“I think that when you stuck your cock in me, that was sufficient proof that you wanted to bond with me,” she said as her blue eyes sparkled in the lamplight. She leaned her head down and kissed me.

“I guess you're right,” I said as I squeezed her luscious bottom.

The elf gave me another quick kiss and then laid back down, resting her head on my chest again.

“I need to think how to best use these points. I will definitely add one to my intelligence stats. It will help me cast stronger spells. Hmmm,” she said softly and then she was quiet, lost in her thoughts.

The notification said that I also had three points to allocate to my stats. I pulled up my stats screen.

They were all 15.

Stats

Strength 15

Constitution 15

Dexterity 15

Wisdom 15

Intelligence 15

Charisma 15

All of the numbers had a little green “up arrow” next to them.

I thought about what I should add points to. From what the girls had said, 15’s were already a good number. More Charisma could help me get better prices on gear. From what Kazumi had just said, it seemed that Intelligence could help with magic, but I didn’t have any magic ability from what I could tell. I wasn’t sure what Wisdom did.

Dexterity seemed to help me avoid getting hit in battle. It also helped my archery skill. That was something I wanted to definitely increase.

I concentrated on the little green arrow next to Dexterity and the number changed from 15 to 16. There was now a green up arrow and a red down arrow next to the 16.

I assumed that meant that I could change my mind. I had also assumed that I could only add one point to a stat at this time. But the fact that the up arrow was still showing meant that I could allocate all my bonus points to one Stat if I so chose.

I considered Constitution next. Increasing that Stat should make me more durable, and it would help me heal faster and recover from exertions faster. Surviving encounters was my top priority, so I increased it by one point.

Last was Strength. If I was stronger, I should be able to do more damage to opponents. It would also help even the odds if I had to fight some large monster like that Roc we had seen last week. I increased my Strength with my last bonus point.

A new message popped up at the bottom of the Stat screen:

“Confirm bonus point allocation? Yes or No.”

I concentrated on the “Yes” and a moment later another message appeared:

“Bonus points allocated.”

My Stat screen now read:

Stats

Strength 16

Constitution 16

Dexterity 16

Wisdom 15

Intelligence 15

Charisma 15

I nodded to myself, satisfied with my decisions. I could hear Kazumi breathing softly and evenly. The elf must have fallen asleep.

I smiled. She felt wonderful in my arms. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Seventeen


I was startled awake by the door being thrown open. I jumped out of bed, naked as I looked for my sword.

“Val! Kazumi’s missing!” Nikita was practically shouting as she barged into my room.

She stopped in her tracks as she realized I was naked. Then she saw Kazumi sit up in the bed that I had just jumped out of. Nikita’s mouth dropped open in surprise, as a shocked look came across her features.

“Oh,” she said.

Nikita frowned at Kazumi, and then at me.

“The wagons will be leaving soon. We need to get going,” Nikita said icily before turning around and walking out of my room.

“I guess she is mad at me,” the elf said in a sad voice.

“Do you need her approval to make love to someone?” I asked as I turned towards her.

“No,” she replied.

“Why is she angry?” I asked.

“Nikita is consumed with her desire for revenge. I’m her only friend. I promised I would help her on her mission. I think she is worried that I will get distracted by you. Maybe abandon her,” the elf said as she got out of bed and wrapped her sheet around her body again.

“When I joined your team, I gave my word that I would help her avenge her uncle. I don’t break my word,” I said sternly.

“I believe you,” she said as she stood on tiptoe to give me a kiss on the cheek.

“Hopefully, once we complete these quests and get the rewards, Nikita will see what an asset you are. I wish I could stay in bed with you all day, but I must get dressed. We don’t want to miss the wagons,” Kazumi said with a smile as she headed to her room.

As I got dressed, I thought about the conviction I had felt when I had told Kazumi that I didn’t break my word. It felt right, even though I couldn’t remember anything from before the day that I had met her and Nikita.

I shrugged, the past was the past, whether I could remember it or not. My spirit, for lack of a better word, felt that helping my friends was the right thing to do. I knew that I wanted to win... whatever that meant in this world that I had awakened in. And I was going to win doing things my way. The right way.

A few minutes later I was dressed, and I had my sword belt around my waist. I shouldered my pack and went out to meet the girls. They came out of the room just as I was about to knock on the door.

Nikita walked past me without acknowledging me, heading down the stairs. Kazumi just shrugged and gave me a smile. We followed Nikita down and then headed to the plaza to where the wagons were already lining up for today’s journey.

I was glad to see that Sally was in charge of this trip to Arnn. She was a quiet and competent leader. She gave us a nod and pointed to the second wagon, which had room for us to sit on.

Today there were five wagons instead of three and each had its own hound. There were also four outriders for each wagon instead of two. Once we had taken our seats, the drivers got the mules to start pulling and the wagons began rolling down the street.

A short while later, we exited the east gate of the city and were on the road to Arnn. I was glad to finally eat something when we stopped for a lunch break a few hours later. We had missed breakfast, having slept late.

The day passed by uneventfully and we camped near a crossroads. The signpost said that Ebern was to the north and Mannif to the south. I asked Sally about the sign. She said that to the north was one of the villages of Deerbeck.

To the south, the road led to Mannif, a small Dwarven town in the tall hills. The dwarves were allied with the Earl of Deerbeck and provided good trade with his people. I realized that the presence of Mannif helped explain the many dwarves I had seen in Deerbeck compared to Hochwald.

Nikita was quiet during the trip. I caught her looking at me a few times, chewing her lip in thought. Every time I turned to look at her, she turned her attention elsewhere.

The next day, as the sun began to set, I could see a stout guard tower on top of a ridge ahead of us. As we drew close, I saw that the flags flying on the battlements were the green and gold of Deerbeck.

“We camp here tonight,” the wagon leader said.

The tower marked the border between the lands of Deerbeck and the lands of Arnn.

After we had eaten, I asked Sally about the relationship between Deerbeck and Arnn.

“The tower is large, and I see many guards here. Does the Earl of Deerbeck fear an attack from Arnn’s men?” I asked.

“An attack from Arnn’s men! Ha!” the woman laughed and spat into the campfire.

“Arnn only cares for making money from the trade with Hellvik. He has no stomach for war. They say he lazes away in his castle surrounded by wine and women,” she said.

“Then why such a formidable tower?” I asked.

“It’s not Arnn’s men that Deerbeck fears. Earl Neville of Arnn only guards the farmland near his city. The rest of the Earldom has gone to the wilds. The tower is here to keep an eye out for bandits or monsters that roam the wild land between here and the outer areas of Arnn,” she explained.

The tower had a great vantage point of the valley beyond. The road was the easiest way through the valley. It was the path that threats would probably try first to get to the rich lands behind us.

The next day, I could see that the guards were on edge. The hounds barked a few times at strange shapes in the trees. Whatever the things were, I couldn’t make them out. We continued on and only slowed down at midday so that food could be passed around. We took turns eating as we sat on the wagons and the guards ate in the saddle.

As the sun sank low in the sky behind us, we came to another crossroads. The signs pointing north, and south were faded and illegible. I saw that the trees had been cut back for about fifty yards in every direction from the crossroads.

“We camp here tonight,” Sally said.

“Where do these other roads lead?” I asked.

“Nowhere now. Those villages were long abandoned. Earl Neville sends his men out here periodically to clear away any trees growing near the crossroads. He knows this is a good campsite for the wagons. Clearing the area gives us a chance to see any attack coming,” she explained.

I had a restless night of sleep. I was awakened three times by the barking of the hounds. We had built a large campfire. We couldn’t tell what was agitating the hounds. All that we could see were strange shadows at the edge of the tree line.

I was glad to get moving in the morning. Just before midday, the land began to open up and we could see a small tower in the distance. As we neared the tower, I could see another tower to the north of us as well as one to the south.

“These towers mark the limit of Arnn’s protection. Inside of the towers are where his people live. The towers protect the outlying farms and ranches,” Sally said as we passed the tower.

The guards merely nodded at us as we passed. I supposed they recognized many of the wagon personnel from the many trips back and forth for trade.

After about an hour, I saw the walls of a town ahead of us. Tall walls made of dark grey stone stood about thirty feet high. The banner over the city gate displayed a pair of red arrows in an “X” on a blue background. The guards' uniforms were trimmed in the same blue as was on the flag.

The gatehouse of the city wall was guarded by two stout doors. Only one of the doors was open. They were made of wood banded by iron. The metal was rusted and worn looking and the wood of the doors was chipped and stained in places.

Two of the guards pushed open the closed door of the gate. The gate creaked open reluctantly, its hinges in desperate need of oil. One of the guards spoke to Sally and then the wagons started moving through the gate.

One of the guards held up a hand to halt the wagon we were riding in. I guessed that she could tell that we were passengers and not wagon workers.

“What is your business in Arnn, strangers,” the woman said as she looked at us with a critical eye.

“We are just travelling through,” Nikita answered.

“On your way to Hellvik,” the guard said it like a statement rather than a question.

“What makes you say that?” Nikita asked.

The guard laughed at her response.

“The only place you could be heading if you are travelling through Arnn is Hellvik. There is nothing but marsh on the other side of the river and no bridge crosses it here,” the guard said.

“Hellvik is our destination,” Nikita said with a nod.

The guard just shook her head at us before waving us through.

“The few people that come to Arnn are usually adventurers on their way to join the pirates in Hellvik. Where they hope to find riches and adventure,” the wagon driver said to them.

Inside the walls, the streets of Arnn were narrow and winding bordered by buildings made of wood and the same drab stone as the city walls. The homes had small windows and sturdy doors.

Some of the homes near the wall seemed abandoned. I saw a few broken windowpanes, the curtains behind them worn and tattered.

As we passed through the streets of Arnn, I could see that the town was different than Hochwald and Deerbeck. Those towns were clean, and they had a vibrant feel to them. Here, in Arnn, I saw garbage on the streets.

The citizens of Arnn seemed as drab as the architecture. The people we passed were hurrying along, unsmiling with their eyes to the ground. The few children I saw were hushed and quiet. The children watched the wagons curiously as we drove by, but they did not chase after us like they had in Deerbeck.

A couple of the shops were closed, with their windows boarded up. The paint on their signs had faded and I could not make out what they had once said. There was a large grey cat on the porch of one of the closed shops. It hissed at the hounds before running off down an alley.

We reached the town square and the wagons stopped in front of the town’s market. I asked Sally if she could recommend an inn for us to stay at until we could arrange passage to Hellvik.

“The White Ox is a little more expensive, but your best bet if you want to avoid trouble. The drivers and guards... we usually stay at one of the inns down by the docks. They are cheaper but a lot of the rough types from Hellvik stay there when they come upriver sometimes to sell their wares,” she said as she pointed to a building across from the market.

A large sign by the front door depicted a white ox.

“You don’t worry about trouble down by the docks?” I asked.

Sally shook her head.

“We are a large group, and we keep to ourselves. There are too many of us to be worth causing trouble with. Most folks know we are the ones that bring supplies in from the outside world to Arnn which then wind up in Hellvik,” she said with a grim smile.

“If you want to book passage down to Hellvik, head down to the docks in the morning and ask around. Boats are heading up and down the river most every day. If you want to head back to Deerbeck, John, at the wine stand, can arrange passage for you,” she added with a nod towards the market.

I thanked her and then we headed to the White Ox. The inn was similar to the others I had seen. The main difference was that the customers here were whispering to each other rather than talking. Everyone cast furtive glances at us when we walked in, but no one met our eyes.

We were able to get rooms next to each other. Nikita made a snide comment about Kazumi and I sharing a room together tonight. Kazumi just shrugged and walked into my room with me.

“I’m sorry that things have become a bit awkward between you and Nikita,” I said as I tossed my pack onto a chair.

“Give her a few more days. I think she will realize eventually that she will be better off if she also bonds with you,” the elf said as she sat down on one of the beds.

I thought about what she had just said. Bonding with me meant having sex with me.

“You wouldn’t care if Nikita also became my lover?” I asked in surprise.

Kazumi blinked in surprise at my question.

“I don’t understand? Why would that bother me?” she asked.

“I... I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with my memory loss,” I said with a shrug.

It was like a hint of something at the back of my mind that was surprised at her response.

“Strong and powerful men always attract women around them. It’s the way of the world,” the elf said as she tilted her head and regarded me.

“I’m only a level 4. You are a level 9,” I said.

“Val, you are a Quest Master. With the bonuses you get, you will be able to level up faster than normal men. Ambitious women will want to bond with you so they can level up faster because of the bonuses they also will get,” she said.

I hadn’t considered that.

Kazumi stood up and walked over to me. Her hand reached up to caress my cheek.

“It doesn’t hurt that you are easy on the eyes and have a high charisma,” she said as she pulled me down into a kiss.

“I better check on Nikita and see if she wants to eat dinner with us,” the elf said as she broke off the kiss.

We ate in the dining room. The room was about half full with a mix of clientele of various races. I saw orcs, dwarves, elves, and humans. In one corner were a couple of attractive women with black skin and long silver white hair. They had pointed ears like Kazumi’s.

I asked Kazumi about them.

“The Black Yokai are cousins to the elves. They are fond of the caverns under the mountains,” the elf explained.

“They are kinfolk to the Red Yokai who favor the arid lands and the Blue Yokai who love the waters,” she added.

We ordered the baked fish, which the server recommended as the best seller. The fish was tasty and tender.

We finished our meal and sat there drinking our ale. It was still a bit early to go up, so we had another round, courtesy of the funds Veronica had given us.

As the evening went on, the Ox filled up with patrons. A group of Orcs in the far corner was obnoxiously loud and boisterous. The server looked at them with a look of disdain.

A little later, another group of orcs entered the Ox. They looked like they had been drinking all day. They sat down at a table near the other orcs. The first group quieted down as they noticed the newcomers. Both groups cast nasty looks at each other.

I asked the server about them the next time she passed by our table.

“The Orcs that just arrived are a mean bunch from Jack's crew. They are always looking for a fight. The group that has been here all night are from one eyed Jane’s crew. They are rivals and don’t like each other,” the woman explained.

I noticed that the orcs from Jack’s crew had skulls carved into various parts of their armor. Some even sported skull tattoos on their arms. One eyed Jane's crew had jagged lightning bolts on their armor and as tattoos.

The ox had two well-muscled dwarves and an orc that looked like they were bouncers. They each had a stout cudgel attached to their belts.

After about fifteen minutes, the two crews began hurling insults at each other.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Nikita said.

“I don’t want to get caught between two ships’ crews fighting,” she added.

I was curious to see if the orcs would come to blows with each other. But Nikita's course of action was the right one. No need to get caught between two groups of drunken orcs fighting.

We got up and walked towards the stairs. We had to pass down the center aisle between the two crews on our way to the steps. I noticed the leader of Jack's crew leering at the girls. He looked at me and when he saw my disapproving glare, he just laughed.

“What are you looking at pipsqueak?” he said as we walked by his table.

“Not much,” I answered.

It took a moment for his ale addled brain to process my insult. The orc jumped out of his chair with a roar. He was easily as tall as me and probably outweighed me by fifty pounds.

The orc swung at me with a right hook to my head. I ducked under it and hit him with a left to his ribs. The Orc let out a grunt and swung at me with his left. I leaned back and his fist barely missed my face.

I landed an overhand right to his cheek, stunning him for a second. Ducking under another wild swing I hit him with a left to his solar plexus. The orc doubled over and as he did so I unleashed a powerful uppercut to his chin. The orc slumped to the ground, unconscious.

His two companions jumped out of their seats and approached me warily. The bouncers were rushing towards us, their cudgels ready.

“Get your scum friend Grav out of here. This guy beat him fair and square!” someone said from behind me.

I quick glanced around. The orcs from one eyed’s crew were moving up to stand beside me. They were cracking their knuckles as they looked at Jack's crew.

The other two orcs put their hands up, palms facing outward.

“We don’t want any more trouble, Zeke. We’ll get Grav back to the boat,” one of them said.

“Get your friend out of here,” one of the bouncers ordered.

The two orcs picked up Grav, putting the unconscious man’s arms over their shoulders. A minute later they left the tavern.

“Thanks,” I said to the orc who had spoken up for me.

The orc gave me a grin, his canines shining in the lamplight.

“Any man that puts Grav in his place is a friend of mine!” he said with a laugh.

“Val! You were amazing!” Kazumi said as she rushed over to me.

Nikita joined her and she was looking at me with an awestruck expression on her face.

“I was going to see if you wanted to join us for a beer, but I see you have your hands full tonight!” the Orc said with another laugh as he and his companions sat down at their table again.

“Let’s get you upstairs before you get into more trouble!” Kazumi said as she took me by the hand and started pulling me towards the steps.

“He started it!” I said in my defense.

“We don’t need any trouble,” Nikita added from behind me as she followed me up the stairs.

“Don’t oversleep, we want to be down at the docks early so we can arrange passage to Hellvik,” Nikita said before heading into her room and closing the door.

“Well, I guess I am sleeping in your room tonight,” Kazumi said with a smile.

We went into the room and locked the door behind us.

“You were magnificent!” Kazumi said as she wrapped her arms around me.

Her eyes were big, and she was breathing heavily as she wrapped her arms around me.

“You clobbered that big oaf. He didn’t even lay a finger on you,” she said breathlessly.

I just shrugged.

“My dexterity was too much for him,” I said.

Kazumi ran her hands up my arms.

“You are deceptively strong,” she added.

I just laughed. Kazumi's lips were parted with desire as she looked up at me hungrily. Seeing her so aroused for me was quite the turn on. I was going to have to make a habit of beating up bad guys in front of her, I thought with a smile.

I bent my head down and captured her mouth in a fierce kiss. She moaned with pleasure and pressed her body against mine. My hands caressed her back, sliding down to squeeze her butt cheeks. I was hard with desire for her. She felt my erection and started grinding against it.

I picked her up and laid her down gently on the bed. In a few moments we were both naked, kissing each other passionately.

I pushed her down onto her back as she scratched her nails across my back.

“Val, I need you! I need you now! Take me!” she whispered desperately around our kisses.

Her passion had aroused me so much, I didn’t need any more encouragement. I guided myself into her wet passage and buried myself into the hilt.

Kazumi let out a low moan as she felt me stretching her out. She began thrusting her hips against me, grinding as she sought release.

“Yes! Yes!” she kept repeating.

Her passionate fire drove me over the edge as I began to pound into her. We climaxed together as I captured her mouth in a passionate kiss.

I made love to Kazumi again and again that night until we were both spent. I drifted off to sleep with her sleeping form nuzzled against my chest.

I woke up the next morning with a start. I could hear a cock crowing from somewhere nearby. Through the window curtain, I could see the early light of morning coming through. Kazumi was still asleep in my arms.

I kissed her forehead and she smiled, murmuring something as she slept.

I gently pinched one of her nipples, causing her eyes to open in surprise. She blinked up at me for a moment as she tried to get her bearings.

“What... where are … oh,” she finally said with a smile as she tilted her head up to give me a quick kiss.

“The sun is coming up. As much as I would rather stay in bed with you, we need to head down to the docks,” I said.

Kazumi nodded and we got up and got dressed. We packed up our bags and walked out into the hall. Nikita was just coming out of her room. She looked at us and gave us a nod. Without another word she turned to the steps, and we headed down to the docks.


Chapter Eighteen


The docks of Arnn were bustling with activity this morning. Just past a pair of taverns, the street opened up into a wide paved area that led down to the water.

The city walls extended out into the harbor like two long arms, forming a protective barrier against rough water or invaders. A wide opening between the two lengths of wall was protected by a pair of stout stone towers that guarded the opening where ships entered and exited the harbor.

The left side of the docks was dominated by a tall wooden tower. A set of wooden and iron steps spiraled around the tower and led to a balcony that had a panoramic view of the harbor.

A number of long wooden buildings were lined up on the right side of the docks. They were plain and simple structures that had the look of warehouses.

I saw a handful of market stalls scattered about the docks. Most seemed to be selling food to the sailors and dock workers that filled the harbor of Arnn.

We passed a stall selling grilled sausages on bread rolls and my stomach grumbled. They smelled delicious. The sausages must be popular, I surmised based on the line of people waiting to be served. But food would have to wait, we needed to check on boats leaving for Hellvik.

As we drew closer to the water, I could see the boats tied up along the docks. Some of the boats were fairly small and looked like fishing boats. Near one of the small boats, I saw a couple of sailors mending a net.

The larger boats were long and broad with a single mast in the middle. The boats were simply made, and they didn’t look like warships. They were built to carry things, not for fishing or battle.

A man was pulling a cart filled with watermelons towards the docks. He stopped near us to take a drink from his bottle. I asked him if he knew of any ships heading to Hellvik today.

The man nodded towards the wooden tower.

“You’ll be wanting to ask at the dockmaster’s tower. They keep track of the comings and goings of the ships,” the man said.

I thanked him and we walked towards the tower. A set of broad wooden steps led up two flights to the circular room at the top.

From the balcony at the top of the stairs, I had a clear view of the docks and the harbor. There were five of the larger boats sitting along the docks near the long buildings that I assumed were warehouses. Several of the smaller boats were already out on the river, their nets out in the water. The river was broad here and slow moving.

We walked into the room at the top. Several men and women were seated at desks going over ledgers and taking notes in other books. A woman sitting at the desk nearest the door looked up at us.

“How can I help you?” she said, though her frown indicated she was annoyed at the interruption.

“Do you know if any ships are heading to Hellvik today?” I asked.

The woman looked over her shoulder and called out to a man at another desk.

“Hank, any boats heading to Hellvik today?” she asked.

The man looked down at his notes.

“The Sparrow is leaving this morning. The Fat Pig is leaving this afternoon, "he replied without looking up.

“There you go,” the woman said and looked down at her notes again.

“Do we book passage through you, or do we talk to the ship’s captain?” I asked.

The woman looked up, annoyed that we hadn’t left yet.

“You negotiate with the captain,” she answered and then she looked down at her papers again.

I thanked her but she didn’t acknowledge us anymore, so we headed out.

“She was a pleasant one,” Kazumi said.

“I guess my charisma doesn’t charm everyone,” I said with a smile.

“Maybe. But how would she have treated us if you didn’t have high charisma. She might have kicked us out without an answer!” Nikita said as she considered the possibilities.

“True!” Kazumi replied.

As we reached the waterfront, I noticed that the two ships nearest us were busy with activity. Workers were unloading goods off the ship closest to us. The next ship had workers carrying boxes onto the ship.

“I’m guessing that might be the Sparrow,” I said as I pointed towards the second ship.

“Why do you think it’s the second one?” Nikita said with a frown.

“Because they are loading boxes onto it. They are still unloading the first ship. I doubt the first ship would be heading back to Hellvik without a load of goods to sell there,” I explained.

Nikita gave me an appraising look before she nodded in understanding. We walked to the second ship. “Sparrow” was painted near the front in green letters.

A gangplank led from the dock to an opening in the rail of the ship. Men were carrying boxes and crates up to the ship and then retuning emptyhanded to load more boxes. An orc at the foot of the plank was checking off items on a list he was holding as the men passed by him.

“Let me negotiate our passage,” I said to the girls as we approached the orc.

“Excuse me,” I said.

The orc looked up from his notes.

“Yeah,” he grumbled.

“Do you have room for passengers to Helvik?” I asked.

The orc looked at us for a moment and then turned towards the ship.

“Captain Jane!” he yelled loudly.

A moment later an orc woman wearing an eye patch poked her head over the ship’s railing.

“What is it Snipes?” she yelled down.

Snipes hooked a thumb towards us.

“They are asking about passage to Hellvik,” he yelled back.

The captain nodded and then made her way to the gangplank. The workers made way for her to walk down. Captain Jane was a strongly built orc with streaks of grey through her black hair. A ragged scar ran from the right side of her forehead to her left cheek. An eyepatch covered her left eye.

“Is it just you three?” she asked as she walked over to us.

“Just the three of us,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes as she appraised us.

“Twenty gold apiece,” she said.

I didn’t have a great grasp as to what river passage cost, but twenty gold sounded high.

“Seems a bit salty, Captain. How about 5 apiece,” I countered.

The captain laughed at my audacious low-ball offer. She placed her hands on her hips.

“Fifteen, and not a coin less,” she countered.

“Ten is more than fair,” I countered, placing my hands on my hips.

She opened her mouth to say something when she was interrupted by someone shouting down from the boat.

“Captain! That’s the guy from the Ox that I was telling you about. The one that clobbered Grav!” It was the orc that had wanted to buy me a drink from the night before.

The captain turned to me with a gleam of joy in her eyes.

“Fer knocking out that bum, Grav... You can ride on the sparrow for 5 coins apiece!” the captain said and clapped my shoulder.

“Thank you, captain,” I said with a pleased smile.

“Believe me lad, the pleasure is mine,” she said.

The captain led us aboard and showed us around the boat. It was about 70 feet long with a single square sailed mast. Workers were carrying boxes down a set of steps that led to the ship’s hold. The front and back of the ship had small decks that were higher than the main deck. The rear one was covered with a wooden roof, and I could see a large steering wheel there.

The captain led us into a low-ceilinged structure in the middle of the main deck. I saw four long tables with benches on either side. Along the far wall was a fireplace and what looked like a small kitchen setup. The tables and benches were nailed to the floor.

“Yer welcome to lay your sleeping mats in here at night. The crew and I have rooms under the deck. Cook prepares simple food for us here and we take shifts to eat. You can move about as you like, just keep out of the way of the crew,” she explained.

“We will be shoving off in about an hour. The trip down river is only two days and we should be docked in Hellvik late afternoon tomorrow,” the captain added before heading off to supervise the crew loading the boxes in the hold.

“We have an hour to kill. Let’s get some of those sausages for breakfast,” I said.

“Oh, yes! They smelled delicious!” Kazumi agreed.

Nikita agreed and we headed back onto the dock and walked over to the sausage vendor. An orc woman was grilling sausages on a grate over a low fire. The flames would occasionally flare up as fat from the sausages dripped down into the fire.

There were only a few people ahead of us and the line moved quickly. The orc was only selling sausages on a roll and it didn’t take her long to put the sandwiches together. Next to the fire she had a pot with sauteed onions and red peppers which were the only option you could add to your sandwich.

We each ordered a sandwich with the peppers and onions added. After one bite, I could see why the stand was so popular with the locals. The sausage was moist and slightly spicy with a nicely charred outer skin that snapped when I bit into it. The sauteed onions added a hint of sweetness that was offset by the mild heat of the red peppers.

“That was excellent,” I said as I licked the juices off my fingers.

“It was good,” Nikita agreed with a nod of her head.

“We will have to buy more when we return to Arnn,” Kazumi said as we headed back to the boat.

The Sparrow was a well-run ship. The trip was smooth, helped by the pleasant weather. It was relaxing watching the shore slide by as the river water splashed against the hull. I slept well that night, lulled to sleep by the gentle swaying of the boat.

Late in the afternoon of the next day, Hellvik came into view. Squat stone walls led from the river into the trees. No banner flew from any of the towers.

I was surprised that the forest seemed to come up to the walls of the city. The other settlements that I had seen did not have any significant tree growth near them.

“No one lives outside of the walls,” the crew man replied when I asked him about it.

The walls of the city went out into the water of the river and enclosed a small harbor with a narrow opening for boats to come in and out of. I only counted 4 fishing boats out on the river.

“The fishermen are retired pirates. They provide fish for the crews of other boats and the denizens of Hellvik. Fishing is honest work, so only those that survive to old age do it,” the captain explained.

Guards on the towers on either side of the entrance looked down at us and shouted instructions to the captain. The Sparrow had to wait for two larger ships to pass out of the entrance before we headed in.

The ships were long and narrow. They were built for speed and maneuverability. They had to be the pirate ships that Hellvik was infamous for. They knifed through the water as they headed downriver towards the sea.

Once the pirate ships had passed, the captain guided us through the opening in the wall. I counted 15 of the larger boats docked along narrow slips at the wharf. To the right was a smaller area for boats like the Sparrow.

A short while later we had docked. The captain told us she would be in Hellvik for a couple of days every week if we ever needed a ride back to Arnn. She wished us well and we headed down to plank to the Hellvik docks. She recommended the Bloody Dog Tavern as probably the best place for us to seek lodging.

I noticed that things were chaotic here compared to the docks in Arnn. Workers yelled and cursed at each other. Not far from us, two men dropped the boxes they were carrying and started fist fighting until others broke them up.

“I have a bad feeling about this place,” Nikita said as we walked through the harbor towards the town.


Chapter Nineteen


The streets near the harbor were narrow and the buildings on either side were made of wood. The few people we passed avoided my gaze. Many of the buildings we passed looked like they had been abandoned long ago.

In contrast to the docks which were noisy and chaotic, the rest of the Hellvik was quiet. The exception was the town square. It was a medium sized plaza with a market area to one side. Next to the market was a building that said Hellvik Goods and Supplies. Across from the market was a large building made of brown bricks.

A pair of guards stood outside of the door to the brick building. They wore mismatched armor, but both of the guards had a red sash tied around their waists. I guessed that they represented the local authority that ran the pirate town.

We passed through the square and continued eastward in search of The Bloody Dog. The streets around the square seemed livelier and most of the buildings seemed occupied. A few housed shops while the rest were residential.

I noticed very few children. I did see two small boys sitting on a porch in front of a shop. They looked away when they saw me looking at them.

The population of Hellvik seemed quite diverse. I saw orcs and dwarves, humans and elves. Even a few of the Black Yokai. Some of the people seemed to be of mixed race like half-orcs and half-elves.

A few blocks east of the square we found The Bloody Dog. It was a rambling building near the east wall of the city. The clientele was as diverse as the rest of Hellvik.

We paid for three nights for two rooms. The price was only 3 gold per night compared to the usual 5 gold we had been charged in other towns.

“I wonder why it is cheaper here?” I said as we sat together in one of the rooms.

“I doubt they get many passersby here. And The Bloody Dog is at the far end of the city away from the docks,” Nikita guessed.

“We can eat downstairs tonight so we can get a feel for what the people of Hellvik are like. Tomorrow, I can head back down to the docks and ask around for the best place to find a dwarven pirate,” I said.

“Stay out of trouble and fights,” Nikita cautioned as she frowned at me.

“It wasn’t my fault, I didn’t start the fight with that orc,” I replied, frowning back at her.

“We can ask about potion sellers in town,” Kazumi said, deftly changing the subject.

I nodded in agreement, and we headed down to the main room. We found an empty table and ordered the house special. A short while later, the serving woman brought us a round of ale and bowls of chicken and dumpling soup. It was surprisingly good.

After we had finished our meal, we ordered another round. We lingered over our ales, watching the people interact around us. Near the fireplace, an older elven woman was playing a lute. Sometimes she would sing as well, but mostly she just strummed her songs.

The clientele was rougher looking than what we had seen in the other taverns we had stayed in during our travels. A pair of bouncers, one on either side of the room, kept a wary eye on the clientele. I noticed that customers were playing card games and gambling with each other at two of the tables.

“Hellvik does not seem much different than any of the other towns in Nemet I have seen. Rougher and more run down, of course, but not what I was expecting,” Kazumi said softly to us.

“What were you expecting?” Nikita asked.

Kazumi shrugged her shoulders.

“I don’t know. Something more exotic and colorful perhaps. This is a pirate city after all,” the elf answered with a smile.

“What, or where, is Nemet?” I asked.

The girls looked at me in surprise.

“Nemet is the part of the world we are in,” Nikita answered.

“You really don’t remember much,” Kazumi added.

I gave them a wry smile.

“I certainly wish I could remember more. Are you saying that Nemet is the continent we are on?” I replied.

Nikita nodded.

“To the east of us is the Great Sea. On the far side of the sea are the shores of Jemet. They say that Jemet is a much larger land than Nemet,” Kazumi explained.

“Have either of you ever travelled to Jemet?” I asked.

Nikita shook her head.

“This is the farthest we have ever travelled,” the elf answered.

“Most of the trade between Nemet and Jemet passes through Dasoor, far to the south of us. The Great Sea is narrow there and crossing the water is less dangerous,” Nikita explained.

I was about to ask them how far a journey to Dasoor was when we were startled by shouting from one of the tables where customers had been playing a card game.

“You damn cheat!” a man shouted as he stood up from the game.

As another man began getting out of his chair, the first man punched him in the face causing him to topple backwards, crashing to the floor along with his chair. The man quickly rolled and jumped back up to his feet, pulling out his knife as he did so.

Many of the other customers jumped to their feet and started yelling at the man to put his knife away.

“Pirate’s code!” many were shouting.

The bouncers had rushed over, brandishing cudgels.

“An eye for an eye, equal odds in town! Them’s the rules. He attacked with fists, you answer with fists!” one of the bouncers growled at the man with the knife.

The man spat in frustration and then angrily slammed his knife back into his belt sheath before launching himself at the man who had accused him of cheating. The two of them crashed to the ground as the crowd pulled tables and chairs aside to give them room to fight. The customers yelled at the two fighters, urging them to more violence.

The two men pummeled each other for a minute before the man who had pulled the knife managed to get his opponent in a choke hold.

“Take back what you said!” he yelled at his accuser.

“Curse you!” the man replied as he clawed at the arm around his neck.

“What did you say?” the man hissed as he tightened his choke hold.

The other man’s face turned red as he struggled to breathe. He tried to say something, but the man on top squeezed even tighter. After a few moments, the man stopped struggling. The winner released his choke hold and the other man slumped to the floor, lifeless.

The crowd cheered as the winner stood up. The man walked over to the bar, breathing heavily from his exertions. He pulled out some coins and slapped them on the bar.

“For cleaning up the mess,” the man said and then walked back to his table.

The bartender nodded to one of the bouncers who picked up the dead body and carried it through the door that led to the kitchen.

The customers pushed the tables and chairs back to their original positions. The man who had just killed his accuser sat back down at his table and the card game resumed. The lutist started playing music again and it was as if a fight to the death had not just happened a minute ago.

I looked at my companions. They were as stunned by what we had just witnessed as I was.

“I take back what I had said about Hellvik being just like the other towns we have been to,” Kazumi said with a shake of her head.

[image: image-placeholder]

“If you two look for Alfonso’s shop, I can ask around the docks for Gemheart,” I said after we had eaten breakfast.

“That would speed up the process. I want to spend the least amount of time possible in Hellvik,” Nikita said.

“Let me have some money in case I have to bribe someone for information,” I said.

Nikita pulled out 50 coins. I placed 10 in my pocket and secured the rest in my jacket pocket.

I made my way down the docks while the girls explored the city. There were only 13 of the larger boats in the docks today. The larger boats were sleek and fast looking compared to the Sparrow. They would be the ships pirates used to raid and plunder.

The smaller, wider boats like the Sparrow were probably used for transporting goods up and down the river. If Gemheart wanted adventure, my guess was that he had joined a pirate crew.

The first boat had the name Killer painted in crude letters near the prow. A woman in leather armor was walking down the gangplank when I reached it.

“Excuse me,” I said.

“Yeah?” she said with an annoyed look as she paused to look at me.

“I’m looking for a dwarf named Gemheart. Is he on your crew?” I asked, matching her gruff tone.

“Only dwarf we have is Ella,” she answered before walking away.

I walked towards the next boat. It was called the Sea Snake. I didn’t see any activity on the boat. Was it against the pirate code if I walked up the gangplank uninvited to check, I wondered? Before I could decide, a man peered over the side.

“What are ye snooping around fer?” the man asked.

“I’m looking for a dwarf named Gemheart,” I answered.

“No dwarves on the Snake,” the man replied and then disappeared.

For now, I had to assume that he was telling the truth. I asked at the next boats without luck. At the last boat in line, a dwarf was supervising the unloading of some boxes from the boat, checking them against a notebook he was holding.

“Excuse me,” I said.

The dwarf looked up from his ledger.

“What do you want? We don’t need any more crew now,” he said in an agitated voice.

“I’m looking for a dwarf named Gemheart,” I said.

“Why, does he owe you money?” the man replied suspiciously.

“No, I have a letter for him from his mother, she is worried about him,” I explained.

The dwarven man’s face softened as he got a faraway look in his eyes. I waited for an answer. The dwarf gave me a wry smile.

“No one worries like a dwarven mother for her children,” the man said.

“Is Gemheart on your crew?” I asked.

The dwarf shook his head.

“Me and Strongshield are the only dwarves on the Sharktooth. I don’t remember meeting anyone named Gemheart either,” I thanked him and turned to leave.

“Try the blacksmiths. Two of the shops are run by dwarves. You could also check the Flowing Tankard. A dwarf owns the place, and my people frequent it more than the other taverns when they are in port,” the pirate suggested.

“Thanks,” I said.

I headed back into the city proper. The Flowing Tankard was only a few streets from the docks. The barmaid was a middle aged dwarven woman. She couldn't remember meeting any dwarves named Gemheart recently. She asked the serving woman, but she shook her head after considering for a moment.

I thanked them and then headed out to find the blacksmiths. The first blacksmith shop was run by three dwarves. They had never heard of Gemheart. The other shop hadn’t heard of him either.

“Have you tried the prison?” the second dwarven blacksmith said.

“The prison?” I asked in surprise.

“Aye. If he pissed off a ship’s captain or broke one of the pirate lords’ rules, they might have tossed him in the jail,” she explained.

She gave me directions and I thanked her. The jail was against the south wall. It was a large brick building two stories tall.

A couple of guards in mismatched armor stood guard outside of a large wooden door.

“What do you want?” one of them asked me.

“I wanted to see if a dwarf named Gemheart was being held here,” I said.

“You’ll have to ask in the jailor’s office,” the man said.

He pointed to a small building across the street.

“The jailor’s office isn’t in the jail?” I asked.

Both guards laughed.

“The jailor doesn’t like the stink,” the man said.

I nodded and walked over to the office across the street. The door was half open, so I walked in. There was a large room with some people sitting at desks. A couple of guards lounged in chairs against the right wall. The man sitting at the big desk in the center of the room looked up at me.

“Yes?” he said.

“I wanted to see if a dwarf named Gemheart is being held in the jail,” I said as I walked up to the stand in front of the desk.

“I’m not sure, quite a few people in the jail at the moment. You here to pay his fine?” the man asked as he scratched his chin.

Fine? I hadn’t considered it. If Gemheart was in jail, would I need to free him to complete the quest and get rewarded?

“I have a message... a letter for him,” I explained.

“We don’t allow contact with any prisoners. If you want to tell him something, you’ll have to buy him out or wait till he has finished his sentence, if he is in jail,” the man explained.

“Can you check if he is in there?” I asked.

The man nodded and opened one of the books laying on his desk. He started leafing through the pages, looking at the names written there. After a few minutes he shook his head and closed the book.

“No one named Gemheart,” he said as he looked up at me.

“Thanks for looking,” I said and turned to go.

“Wait. Is your friend being held for ransom?” the man asked.

I turned around and shrugged. Ransom? I had no idea one way or another.

“Jeffers, bring me the ransom book,” the man ordered.

One of the other men stood up from his desk and grabbed a book from a shelf along the back wall. He brought it over to the man in charge. The jailor started reading the entries.

“Damn Olsen and his chicken scratch writing,” I heard the jailor mutter under his breath as he flipped through the pages.

“Did you say Gemheart?” the jailor said as he looked up at me.

“Yes! Harvald Gemheart,” I said excitedly.

“This him?” he turned the book towards me and pointed to an entry.

I leaned over and tried to read it. It looked like it said Harvald Gemheart, Dwarf, followed by the number 100.

“Yes,” I think that’s him.

The man nodded and turned the book back around. His finger pointed at the number 100.

“His ransom is 100 Gold pieces,” the man said.

I let out a low whistle.

“100! What is he in for?” I asked.

The man just shrugged.

“Olsen, the previous jailor kept terrible records. It doesn’t say,” the jailor replied.

“How long has Gemheart been in jail?” I asked.

“It doesn’t say. Olsen dies about two years ago and then I got the job,” the man said.

Harvald’s mother had said that it had been over two years since she had heard from her son, so the time could be correct. But 100 gold pieces was expensive.

“I appreciate your help, but 100 gold is too much,” I said with a frown.

The jailor scratched his chin.

“What happens if no one pays his ransom?” I asked.

“The prisoners without a sentence are in for life unless someone pays their ransom. The pirate lords don’t execute prisoners. Too many of our people die that way if they get captured,” he said.

The man looked down at his ledger again.

“It looks like your friend was captured along with three other dwarves. The others have died in prison. It says ransom refused. If someone was going to ransom them, they would have paid it already. I can let him out for 50 gold,” the jailor said.

I was surprised by this bit of news and his willingness to drop the price.

“If you're not going to kill him, that means you will have to keep feeding him indefinitely. The cost adds up. Will you take 10 gold for him?” I asked.

The man frowned.

“I can take 25. Any lower and I could get in trouble with the pirate lords,” the man said.

“25 it is then,” I said and stuck out my hand.

“Deal,” the man replied and shook my hand to seal the bargain.

I counted out the coins and paid the man. The jailor wrote something down on a piece of paper and called one of the guards over.

“Prisoner 5787 is to be freed and turned over to this man,” the jailor said.

The guard nodded and had me follow him across the street. He instructed me to wait outside of the main door while he went in with the papers.

I paced around the front of the building as I waited for them to bring Gemheart out. I realized that I didn’t have the letter with me, and we would have to go back to the Bloody Dog and get Nikita to pull the letter out of storage.

I finally heard the door open. I turned to see a dwarf being led out of the jail by the guard. The man was dressed in rags and his hair and beard were long and wild.

The man blinked in the sunlight. I frowned as I looked at him. He was older than I had expected with wrinkles on his face and his hair more grey than black. He was solidly built like most dwarves I had seen, but he looked like he was underfed. His hands were manacled together.

“Is this your man?” the guard asked me.

“Are you Gemheart?” I asked.

“Yes,” the man answered his voice cracking as if it hadn’t been used in a long time.

“Did Lorne send you to ransom me?” the dwarf added.

“Who’s Lorne?” I asked.

The dwarf frowned at me.

“Lorne, the King of Edmund’s Island. He finally sent someone to ransom me,” he said with a frown.

“The jailor said that your ransom had been refused,” I said.

A look of shock crossed the man’s face.

“He left us to die. Cassius said that Lorne didn’t care about us. That I was a fool to hold onto hope of a ransom,” the dwarf said as he looked down at the ground in dismay.

I wondered what the dwarf was talking about.

“You are Gemheart, right. Harvald Gemheart?” I asked him.

“Yes. I have said so,” he said in confusion as he looked up at me.

“Harvald Gemheart from Deerbeck?” I asked.

“Deerbeck? I am from Edmund’s Island. Born and bred,” the dwarf said.

“Damn,” I said.

The guard laughed as he realized it was the wrong man.

“Do you want your money back? I can put the prisoner back in his cell and you can try to get your coin back from the jailor,” the guard said.

The dwarf looked around in confusion. I could see the panic in his eyes as his muscles tensed for a fight. I frowned. He was the wrong man but I couldn't condemn him to return to prison until he died.

“What’s done is done. Take his chains off,” I said.

Harvald looked at me in relief.

“Suit yourself. It's your money,” the guard said as he unlocked Gemheart’s manacles.

Harvald let out a sigh of relief as his hands were freed. He rubbed his wrists.

“Thank you, stranger. I owe you my life,” the dwarf said as he looked at me.

“Well, Harvald, it seems you are a free man by a lucky coincidence of having the same name as the dwarf I am looking for,” I said as I gave him a wry smile.

I shook my head and turned down the street. It was midafternoon and I had exhausted my leads for the moment. I decided to head back to the Bloody Dog.

As I walked down the street, I heard the soft sound of footsteps following me. I turned and saw Gemheart was behind me.

“I said you are a free man,” I repeated.

“Thanks to you. I owe you my life,” he said, his face serious.

“You don’t owe me anything Gemheart,” I said and continued walking.

After a minute, I turned around. Harvald was still following me.

“Don’t you have a home to go to?” I asked.

“A home? Edmund’s Island was my home,” Harvald’s face grew red with emotion and anger.

“I was a loyal guard in King Lorne’s army. As were all the men assigned to guard the trade ship I was on. We were overrun by pirates, and I was captured along with three other dwarves. The pirates said they would ask for ransom for us. The ransom never came,” Harvald said bitterly.

“King Lorne abandoned us to rot here. The greedy bastard couldn’t part with some of his precious gold to save us. If I ever went to Edmund’s Isle again, I would probably die in an attempt to kill King Lorne,” he added.

“Don’t you have anyplace else to go?” I asked.

Gemheart shook his head.

“I have some relations, but they are all on Edmund’s Isle. I obviously didn’t mean much to them as none of them tried to ransom me either,” he said.

I rubbed my chin as I wondered what to do with him.

“What is your name?” Gemheart asked.

“Val,” I replied.

The dwarf nodded.

“Val, you did not have to free me, a stranger to you. You could have sent me back to my cell when you realized the mistake. Yet you, a stranger, showed me more compassion than any of my people or any of my kin. Val, I am your man. I will serve you. I renounce any past loyalties I had,” he said and gave me a bow with his hand over his heart.

I looked at him standing before me. He was dirty, barefoot and dressed in rags. But... I could sense the strength in him. He had survived his captivity while his three companions had given up hope and died. It sounded like he had been a guard or a warrior.

“I am a level 15 fighter. I can watch your back in a fight,” he added earnestly.

I pulled up my screen and looked at him.

Race: Dwarf

Class: Fighter

Element: Spirit

Interesting. He was level 15. Gemheart might wind up being a strong ally.

I noticed the red dot was flashing. I concentrated on it.

Dwarven Fighter Harvald Gemheart wished to ally with you. Accept or Decline?

I sighed and accepted. I hoped I was doing the right thing.

“Very well Harvald. I accept you as an ally,” I said.

Gemheart looked up and nodded.

“You won’t regret it, Val,” he said.

“I hope not,” I said with a small smile.

I turned and we started walking back through the city. As we passed a store that sold clothes, I stopped and looked at Harvald. He was barefoot and dressed in dirty rags. He didn’t smell very good either. I still had the rest of the money that Nikita had given to me.

“Let’s get you some clothes,” I said.

“Are you sure, you already spent money to ransom me,” Harvald said with a frown.

“I insist,” I said, and we walked in together.

The store happened to be run by two Dwarven woman. They wrinkled their noses when they smelled Harvald. I explained what had happened to him and then they looked on him more sympathetically.

It cost me 6 gold for a basic shirt, leggings and boots for him. I figured he would need armor and a weapon, but that could wait for now.

The woman suggested he carry his clothes for now until he had a chance to wash up. When we entered the Bloody Dog, I paid I coin for him to be able to stay with us tonight and to take a bath.

“When you are finished bathing, just throw away those dirty rags. I have two companions with me, I am going to see if they returned,” I said as I left him to his bath.

The girls were in Nikita’s room waiting for me. They looked relieved to see that I had returned safely.

“Did you find Alfonso’s shop?” I asked.

“Yes. It is in the west side of town, near the Pirate Lords’ Keep,” Nikita said.

“Did you go inside?” I asked.

“Yes. We inquired about some healing potions. His were expensive, but he bragged that his healing potions were the best in all the land. He said they were of the highest quality,” Kazumi said.

“We had found one other shop, run by an Elven woman. Her potions were priced similar to what I had seen in other towns,” Nikita said.

“When I said that the woman had better prices, he laughed and said you get what you pay for. If we wanted to skimp on our lives, we should go buy from that woman,” Kazumi said.

“I told him we would think about it and left without buying anything,” Nikita said.

“Did you see the mortar and pestle that Veronica described?” I asked.

“No. The front of his shop had a counter and some tables and shelves with various potions on display. There was a curtained doorway behind the counter. My guess is that his workshop is in the back. The building has a second floor, but that is probably where his living quarters are,” Kazumi said.

“Did you find Gemheart?” Nikita asked.

“Yes. And no,” I answered with a grin.

The girls looked at each other with puzzled expressions.

“I found Harvald Gemheart. But he is not the one we are looking for,” I said.

“Wait. What do you mean,” Nikita asked.

“What are the odds that there might be two dwarves named Harvald Gemheart in Hellvik?” I asked rhetorically.

“You’re joking!” the elf said in surprise.

“I wish I was,” I replied.

I explained how I had asked at the docks and then at the blacksmiths about Gemheart. Then I told them how I had found him in jail being held for a ransom of 100 Gold.

“Thank goodness you realized it was the wrong dwarf before you ransomed him!” Nikita said.

I just looked at her without saying anything.

“What! You paid 100 gold for the wrong dwarf!” Nikita said in dismay.

“I was able to get him released for only 25 gold,” I said with a shrug.

The girls just stared at me in astonishment.

“Well, I hope he was grateful, at least,” Kazumi said with a shake of her head.

“Yes. He pledged his life for me,” I said.

“What! Where is he now?” Nikitas said.

“Downstairs taking a bath. I spent another 6 coin to buy him some clothes because all he had were rags. I also paid one coin for him to stay here tonight,” I explained.

“Val, have you lost your mind? He is a stranger. He was in jail!” Nikita said worriedly.

“He was captured in a raid and held for ransom. Ransom that never came. Gemheart is a level 15 fighter. He could be a strong ally for us,” I said.

“Level 15? That is interesting,” Kazumi said.

“I better go check on him. I will bring him upstairs when he is finished,” I said and headed down to the baths.

When Harvlad was done, he looked so much better. He looked clean and refreshed. I smiled at his wild hair and beard. He looked a bit like a wild man and would need a haircut at some point.

“I’m even more in your debt Val. That bath felt like I had died and gone to the heavens,” the dwarf said as he ran his fingers through his wet beard.

“And thanks again for buying clothes for me,” he added.

“Come, I want to introduce you to the other two members of the team,” I said and led him upstairs.

The girls looked at him curiously as I made the introductions. I asked Gemheart to tell them his story and how he had been captured.

Afterwards we went down and bought dinner. I noticed that the dwarf ate sparingly and commented on it.

“They didn’t give us much food in the prison. I am used to surviving on less. It will take some time for my body to get used to eating normal food again,” he said.

“Was it difficult in the prison?” Kazumi asked.

“Yes and no. The hardest part was the loneliness as my shipmates gave up on life and passed away. Most of the time, I was the only prisoner in my section. Save for a goblin thief who was in the cell next to mine for a time before they set him free,” Harvald said with a faraway look in his eye.

“How long were you in there?” I asked.

Harvald looked up. I could see he was trying to calculate.

“I’m not sure. Three years maybe,” he said.

We finished the meal in silence. Thinking about his time in the Hellvik prison had cast a somber mood over the meal.

I figured that Nikita would feel awkward sharing her room with Harvald, so I suggested he stay with me in my room. We headed upstairs and made an early night of it, though it took me a while to fall asleep as Harvald snored loudly.


Chapter Twenty


The next day, Harvald accompanied me to the docks as I continued my search for the other Gemheart. The girls went to the east side of town to explore the area around Alfonso’s shop.

“Why is this other Harvald so important?” Gemheart asked as we walked towards the harbor.

“I promised his mother I would deliver a letter to him,” I explained.

The dwarf nodded.

A couple of the boats had departed, but there was a new one that looked like it had just docked. I saw a couple of dwarves walking down the gangplank.

“I will ask them about the other Harvald,” the dwarf said and walked over to them.

“Gemheart, you say,” one of them said and then shook his head no.

“Never heard of him,” the other added.

Harvald thanked them and they headed off into town.

“Do you think he might be working on the smaller boats?” Harvald asked.

“His mother said he had gone to Hellvik for adventure. I assumed that meant the pirate ships. But at this point, it won’t hurt to ask,” I said.

I saw that the Sparrow was still docked there. We skipped her and inquired at the other river boats. No luck.

“On Edmund’s Isle, ships come and go every day. Maybe your Harvald is on one of the boats that are out at sea right now,” the dwarf said as he looked at the ships docked in the harbor.

“I just hope I can find word of him soon. I wasn’t planning on staying in Hellvik long,” I said.

“Do you have a description of the lad?” Harvald asked.

“No, I didn’t really ask his mother. I would guess he is a young man,” I said.

We tried some of the taverns that were near the docks. They were sparsely occupied this early in the day. The few dwarves we saw were older or women.

I bought us a couple of kebabs from a street vendor, and we ate them in the shade of a nearby building.

“Pirates lead dangerous lives. Have you considered the possibility that the lad is dead?” Harvald asked.

“Yes. If we can’t find him, I am hoping someone from his crew remembers him and can confirm he’s dead. Assuming he joined a pirate crew,” I said.

“We could come back in the evening and check the pubs again, when they are busy,” Harvald suggested.

I nodded.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I replied.

We headed back to the Bloody Dog and laid down for a nap in case we were out late searching the pubs later.

The girls woke us up in the late afternoon and we had dinner together. They had wandered the streets of the east side and felt they had a good grasp of the streets around Alfonso’s shop.

“Is there a street behind his shop?” I asked.

“There is a narrow alley behind his shop. We saw a guard standing by the back door,” Nikita said.

“Alfonso has a guard?” I asked in surprise. None of the other shops I had seen had guards except for some of the taverns that employed bouncers.

“Alfonso’s potions are expensive. Hellvik is not a nice city. If he shows weakness, someone may try to rob him,” Kazumi said.

I nodded. That made sense.

“What’s that old saying... ‘there is no honor among thieves’,” I said.

The three of them looked at me with puzzled expressions.

“What? Have you never heard that phrase?” I asked.

They all shook their heads, no.

“I imagine some might be like that?” Harvald said with a shrug.

“Roberta was a good woman, I trusted her,” Nikita said.

“I have a cousin in the Thieve’s Guild in Falsdorf. She said that they all work well together,” Kazumi added.

I did recall that the girls had a thief in their original party. I still had one of her lockpicks in my pocket. I wondered where I had heard that expression, since they obviously had never heard it before. I guess it was just another mystery that would only be solved if my memory ever returned.

After we had eaten, Harvald and I headed down towards the harbor to visit the pubs favored by the pirate crews. The girls wanted to come along, but I insisted they wait for us at the Bloody Dog.

I was afraid that too many of us snooping around might have people remembering us later on. After all, we still had to steal The Tools of the Alchemist from Alfonso.

“Harvald, make sure you keep an eye out for Val. He might get in trouble again!” Kazumi said, her blue eyes filled with worry.

The streets near the harbor were busy with people walking around. I could tell some of the people were already drunk even though the night was still young.

“Sailors are notorious for spending their money on drink as soon as they get into port. I imagine the pirate crews are no different,” Harvald said.

The first pub was boisterous and loud. It was filled with men and woman from the pirate ships. There was a pair of dwarven women there, but they had never heard of Harvald.

The next pub was not as busy. There was one dwarf sitting with a pair of orcs at the bar. The dwarf told Harvald that he wasn’t familiar with a young dwarf named Gemheart.

The third pub was called The Ugly Cow. It was filled with rowdy customers. A man was playing a fiddle in the corner. I noticed three different tables with dwarves amongst the occupants.

Hoping for the best, I bought ales for the two of us so we could stay and observe for a while.

One of the tables near us had two older dwarves, an orc and a human. We went over and asked if the dwarves had ever heard of Harvald. They shook their head no.

We made our way through the crowd to a pair of young dwarves sitting together at a table along the wall. They were younger men, about the age I pictured Harvald to be.

“Pardon, but do you lads know of a young dwarf named Harvald that might be on one the ship’s crews?” Harvald asked as we walked over to stand next to their table. One of them had brown hair and the other had bright red hair that gave him a fierce look.

The dwarves looked up at him suspiciously.

“What’s it to you, old man?” one of them said.

“I have a message to deliver to him. From his mother,” Harvald said.

The dwarf frowned as he considered Harvald’s words.

“What town is he from?” the dwarf with red hair asked.

“His mother is in Deerbeck,” I answered.

The red head narrowed his eyes at me. Then he nodded.

“Harvald is on the Seahawk. I don’t think they are in Hellvik at the moment,” red finally said.

“If I recall, they shipped out a day or two before we did. They should be back soon as long as they didn’t run afoul of any trouble,” brown hair added.

I walked over to the bar and returned with a pair of fresh mugs of ale for the two young dwarves. They nodded in thanks.

I felt a sense of relief that we had found someone that knew Gemheart. If we were lucky, the Seahawk would be back in port in the next couple of days and I could complete the quest his mother had given me.

“Well, well, well... bit of luck finding you in Hellvik,” A voice said from behind me.

I turned around and saw an orc with an evil grin walking towards me. It was Grav, the jerk I had knocked out in Arnn. His two cronies were behind him.

“You come back for more?” I asked as I glared at him.

“You were lucky I was drunk last time. You won’t be that lucky, this time,” he said.

I rested my hand on the pommel of Hawkblade. Grav narrowed his eyes.

“I challenge you to a fight! Pirate’s code!” Grav yelled loudly.

The customers all turned towards us. People started getting up out of their seats to clear room for us.

A pair of bouncers walked over. They held cudgels in their hands.

“You break any tables or chairs and yer paying for new ones,” one of the bouncers growled.

“What the hell is pirate’s code?” I asked the red-haired dwarf.

“Whatever weapon he chooses, you have to match it,” Red answered.

Grav took off his sword belt and pulled out his dagger before handing it to one of his buddies.

I did the same, handing my belt to Harvald.

“Does he have to accept?” Harvald asked the other dwarves, concern in his face.

“He's been challenged. He has to accept,” Brown hair replied.

The tables had been pulled back and a large circle cleared out in the middle of the room. I could hear wagers being placed. It sounded like the odds favored Grav.

The orc walked over to the far side of the circle and then turned and taunted me with obscene gestures. I walked to the near side of the circle, accompanied by the three dwarves.

“What are the victory conditions?” Red yelled to Grav.

“To the death!” Grav said with an evil grin.

The crowd roared its approval. They were in for a real show tonight it seemed.

“Be careful Val, he looks like a strong one,” Harvald cautioned.

Grav was tossing his knife from hand to hand, and then twirling it around his fingers. He was showing off to the crowd and trying to intimidate me. I crouched low, my knife in my right hand.

I could see that the orc was confident. His eyes were clear, and he hadn’t had much to drink. He probably thought that he had lost to me because his reflexes had been slowed by alcohol. He knew he was in a better position this time.

What Grav didn’t know was that I was also in a better position. Bonding with Kazumi had increased my stats. I had better strength, constitution and dexterity now. That meant I was a little stronger, a little more durable and a little quicker than our last fight.

We circled each other, waiting for the other to make the first move.

“Are you sure you want to fight to the death Grav? I can just knock you out again like last time,” I said, trying to taunt him into making a mistake.

The crowd cheered at my cocky words. Grav’s eyes narrowed in anger. The orc lunged at me, and I jumped back. I traveled farther than I had expected, bumping into the crowd behind me. Someone shoved me forward. I stumbled and then dove to my right as Grav slashed at me with his knife.

I felt a searing pain as his blade gashed my right forearm. I rolled to my feet just in time to dodge another lunging stab from the orc.

I glanced at my forearm. He had gashed me pretty good, and blood was flowing freely. The crowd cheered at the sight of my blood. Grav held his knife up to his lips, licking at my blood that had stained the blade with an evil smile.

“Grav! Grav! Grav!” some of the crowd started cheering.

The orc lunged at me again. This time I dodged to my left, avoiding the crowd of onlookers.

Grav laughed at me. He moved closer, shifting his position so that if I tried to dodge, I would have to jump towards the crowd and risk getting pushed again.

I surprised him by lunging forward. Grav dodged backward, but not before my dagger nicked his forearm.

“Just a scratch,” he said with a laugh.

He held up his arm for the crowd to see. He was right, I had barely scratched him. A tiny trickle of blood ran down his forearm. Meanwhile, my wound was openly bleeding.

Grav lunged at me again. I met his knife with my dagger, the blades ringing as they collided.

I shoved his blade aside and kneed him in the stomach. Grav let out a grunt as my knee connected with the side of his abdomen. I ducked under his left arm as he tried to grab me, gashing his side as I moved past him.

Grav spun around, holding his side. I could see blood seeping through his fingers. It wasn’t a deep wound, but I could see his rage growing.

“You’ll pay for that!” Grav yelled as he lunged toward me again.

Ther orc swung his knife in a wild swing towards my head. I ducked under his swing and moved towards the center of the ring. I wanted to make sure I had room to dodge.

Grav approached me warily, his eyes narrowed. I could guess he was trying to figure out how to best attack me. The orc must have realized that I was too quick for his swings.

I could see his muscles tense. I stayed loose, ready to react and hopefully counter.

Suddenly Grav launched himself straight at me, thrusting his knife towards my chest. I leaped forward, my knife held out straight as my right arm passed over his right arm. I twisted my chest as his knife scraped across my leather armor, gashing a channel across the leather over my ribs.

As Grav stumbled forward, the tip of my dagger penetrated his throat, sliding in to the hilt as our bodies collided. I saw the orc’s eyes roll back in his head as he collapsed onto the floor. I landed on one knee as the weight of Grav’s body dragged my arm down.

The crowd stood in stunned silence as I pulled my knife from Grav’s throat and stood up. I held the bloody blade up and the crowd erupted in wild cheering. They had gotten the show that they wanted.

Harvald hurried over to me. He was holding a small towel he had gotten from the bartender. The dwarf deftly wrapped it around my bleeding forearm. He then checked the gash in my armor to see if I was bleeding. I wasn’t, the armor had not been cut the whole way through.

Garv’s buddies walked over and checked the body.

“He’s dead,” one of them said as he looked over at me.

I wondered if they would try to avenge Grav’s death.

“We warned him not to challenge you. He should have learned his lesson the first time,” the orc said.

Without another look towards me, they picked up Grav’s body and started carrying it towards the door.

“Wait a minute!” one of the bouncers said and the two orcs stopped.

“You know the rules,” the other bouncer added. I saw he was holding Grav's knife.

The orcs frowned at the bouncers and then a look of fear came into their eyes as a large orc walked towards them.

“You trying to cheat me?” the orc said.

The orc was old with many scars. He stopped and crossed his arms as he scowled at Grav’s friends.

“No, no, Hammers! We weren’t thinking!” one of the orcs stammered as they laid Grav's body on the floor.

One of the bouncers knelt down and started searching Grav's body. He found a coin purse. Grav had a mace. The bouncer quickly counted the coins.

“40 gold,” the bouncer said as he looked up at the boss.

Hammers nodded. I saw the bouncer put what looked like half the coins back in the pouch. The bouncer stood up and handed the loose coins to the boss who turned and walked away. The bouncer then walked over to me and handed me the coin pouch.

“Twenty gold,” he said and then held up the mace and the knife.

“Which one do you want. Neither seem enchanted,” the bouncer asked as Garv’s friends picked his body up again and headed out.

I looked towards Harvald.

“The mace,” he said, and the bouncer handed me the mace.

I handed the weapon to Harvald. He examined it and then nodded.

“It’ll do for now,” he said.

Red and brown hair had walked over to congratulate me.

“Am I going to have any problems with Grav’s friends?” I asked the dwarven pirates.

“Trouble? No! You were challenged and won fair and square. Pirate’s code. It was the orc’s own fault for challenging you and dying. Nobody else’s business,” Red explained.

“Let’s get you back to the room and get your wound stitched up,” Harvald said.

We thanked red and brown and then headed back to the Bloody Dog.
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“I told you to stay out of trouble!” Nikita said in anger and alarm when she saw the bloody towel wrapped around my forearm.

“What happened!” Kazumi said as she rushed over to me.

Harvald helped me unwrap the towel. My arm was still bleeding from the four-inch gash.

Kazumi's hands glowed with green light as she directed her healing energy towards my wound. After a moment the bleeding stopped. Slowly the wound began to close. After about five minutes, the wound had closed over. New pink skin covered the wound. Kazumi wiped her brow. She was breathing heavily.

“Thank you,” I said.

She looked up and gave me a little smile.

“That was a very deep cut,” she said.

“Well, are you going to tell us what happened?” Nikita asked, her arms crossed and an annoyed expression across her face.

“An orc challenged Val to a knife fight at the last bar we were at,” Harvald said.

“What! Why?” Kazumi asked in alarm.

“It was Grav. The orc that attacked me in Arnn. He was out for revenge,” I said.

The girls were silent, surprised by the news.

“How did you get away from him?” Nikita asked.

Harvald let out a laugh.

“Val killed the orc!” the dwarf said.

“What about the rest of the crew from his ship or the authorities. Won’t they come after you?” Nikita asked worriedly.

“The orc started it. Val won in a fair fight,” Harvald explained.

“They have some kind of pirate’s code here. I won fair and square according to the rules,” I added.

“Val, you have to be more careful,” Kazumi said, fear and worry mixed in her blue eyes.

“I will do my best,” I said with a half-smile.

The elf just pursed her lips and shook her head.

“Hey, I have some good news!” I added.

“What is it?” Nikita asked.

“Just before Grav challenged me, we met some dwarves that knew of Harvald Gemheart! The other Gemheart, I mean,” I explained as I nodded to our Harvald.

“Really! Where is he?” Kazumi asked excitedly.

“He is part of the crew of the Seahawk,” I said.

“Good! We can go down to the docks in the morning and find him!” Nikita said.

“There is one problem,” I said.

“What is it?” Kazumi asked.

“The Seahawk is out at sea. The dwarves we spoke to guessed that it should return in a few days,” I explained.

The girl’s expressions changed from happiness to disappointment at my words.

“We can check the docks every morning for the Seahawk. But in the meanwhile, we can plan on completing our other quest,” I said.

The girl’s nodded. Nikita looked towards Harvald.

“Can we trust your new friend?” she said as she turned to me.

“I have pledged my loyalty to Val. I owe him my life. His secrets are my secrets, his goals are my goals,” the dwarf said angrily.

I reached out and patted Harvald on the shoulder.

“I trust you, Harvald,” I said.

Nikita nodded. Kazumi gave the dwarf a smile.

“The hour is getting late. You two get to sleep. I will explain our quest to Harvald in my room as we get ready for bed,” I said.

“Very well,” Nikita said.

“Thanks again for healing my arm,” I said to Kazumi.

She gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek, and then Harvald and I headed to my room. I sat down and took off my boots.

“When you were talking about your quest... did you mean a quest or a quest?” Harvald asked, emphasizing the second time he said the word quest.

“Yes... a quest quest,” I said with a little laugh.

“So... You're a Quester,” the dwarf said.

“Yes. Do you know anything about them?” I asked.

The dwarf thought for a moment.

“When I was a lad on Edmund’s Isle, a Quester came to our land. She was an elven warrior. She was accompanied by three men that were part of her team. Harold, the old king gave them a quest to defeat a pair of gryphons that had been terrorizing the northern part of the isle for years, raiding the herds and sometimes killing people,” he explained.

I blinked in surprise as I considered his words. An elven woman with a team of men. I hadn’t considered that a woman could also be a Quester. I wondered if the fact that she had a team of males meant that she was a Quest master as well. Intimacy bonded a quest master to his team, so that could explain the fact that they were all men.

It could also be a coincidence. The elven woman might just be a quester and not a quest master. I would have to ask Kazumi about it tomorrow.

“What happed with the gryphons?” I asked.

I couldn’t quite remember what a gryphon was. I had a vague picture of a winged lion in my mind, maybe with a bird’s beak. Dangerous creatures.

“They managed to kill the gryphons, but one of her team died. They sailed back to the mainland afterwards,” Harvald said.

I frowned. Losing a team member was tough. It was probably even worse if they were bonded.

“What is your quest?” Harvald asked.

“I have two quests that I am working on,” I said.

“Two!” he said in surprise.

“Do you want to be a part of my quester’s team?” I asked.

“Of course. I am already allied with you. They say that a quester’s team is also rewarded by the gods upon the successful completion of a quest,” Harvald said.

I pulled up my quest team screen. A new line had appeared that said.

Invite Harvald Gemheart to your quest team?

Yes or No?

I concentrated on yes. I saw Harvald get a faraway look in his eye for a moment.

A message appeared that said:

Harvald Gemheart has joined your Quest Team

“Welcome to the team,” I said with a smile.

Harvald nodded and shook my hand. I realized that there was no tingling sensation when our hands touched. I wondered if that was because he was male. Another puzzle that I would have to ask the elf about.

“One of the quests is to deliver the letter from Gemheart’s mother to him. Hopefully his ship will arrive soon, and we can complete the quest without any more problems,” I said.

“What is the second quest? Does it have to do with the potion shop the girls went to examine?” he asked.

“Yes. Alfonso, the potion maker, has stolen a magic mortar and pestle from a potion maker in Hockwald. Our quest is to retrieve it by any means necessary and return it to its rightful owner,” I explained.

“I assume we will have to steal it?” he said.

“Probably. I don’t think he will just give it to us,” I said with a laugh.

“So, how are we going to steal it?” the dwarf asked.

“I’m not sure. I want to take a look at the shop tomorrow. Hopefully inspiration will come to us,” I said.

“Gods willing,” he said with a nod.


Chapter Twenty-One


In the morning, I told the girls that Harvald had joined my quest team. That seemed to put them a little more at ease with his presence. I suggested that Nikita go down to the docks with the dwarf to check for the arrival of the Seahawk while Kazumi showed me the location of Alfonso’s shop.

“How much do you know about questers?” I asked as we walked towards the east side of Hellvik.

“A little. Why?” she asked.

“Harvald told me that he had seen a quester once when he was younger. The quester was a woman, and her team was composed of three men. So, do you think that means she was a Quest Master?” I asked.

The elf thought for a moment.

“A quester can be a man or a woman. As for being a quest master, I would assume that is also the case. If she was a Quest Master, it would make sense that her team was males so she could bond with them for their mutual benefit,” she said.

“Of course, it may have been a coincidence that her team was all men,” she added.

We reached the east side of town. I could see the pirate lords’ keep just north of us. It was a large square fortress that loomed over the other nearby buildings.

The shops and homes here were of better quality than the other parts of the Hellvik. The buildings here seemed different. They had a more weathered look as if they were older than the other parts of town.

Though, even here, there were still buildings that looked abandoned. The center of town had more foot traffic, but the folks I saw here were dressed better. I noticed that some of the shops selling more expensive goods had a guard posted outside their front door. I said as much to Kazumi.

“The pirate lords sacked Hellvik almost a hundred years ago and then made it their own. The river gives them easy access to the sea and the marshes give them protection from a land attack. Even though many fled the city back then, others stayed and still others eventually moved here.

“Even pirates have needs for goods and supplies. Many eventually have families to take care of. Merchants who don’t mind the wildness of the pirate city can make a good living here. Though, as you can see from the guards posted around some of the shops, the dangers here are greater,” she explained.

We reached a busy cross street near the keep. Kazumi nodded towards the right.

“Alfonso’s shop is a short walk in that direction. It’s called The Golden Potion. There is a guard out front and one in the back. I don’t want to arouse suspicion by walking by his store again. I will wait for you in that clothing shop,” she said and nodded towards a nearby store called Hellvik Fine Clothing.

I nodded and headed down the side street. I passed a store selling jewelry with a big burly orc standing outside the front door. The next store, which was selling leather goods, did not have a guard posted outside.

I finally passed the Golden Potion. It was on the corner where the street intersected a smaller avenue. The entrance was facing the street I was walking down. A tough looking elf was out front, leaning against the wall of the shop. He was only half paying attention to the people passing by.

I walked past the shop and continued on for two more streets and then I turned right and walked down past an alley to the next intersection. There I turned right again so I could circle back around.

As I walked down the street behind Alfonso’s shop, I noticed that only about half the houses seemed occupied. The others seemed abandoned. The few people I passed didn’t look at me, which was typical of what I had seen in Hellvik. The pirate crews walked with a swagger, but the regular citizens of Hellvik walked as if they wanted to be invisible.

I turned right and walked up the avenue that led towards Alfonso’s shop. As I passed the alley behind his store, I cast a quick glance down it. The girls were right, there was a guard sitting on a stool outside of the back door.

I crossed the street before I reached the corner and then headed towards the clothing shop. I found Kazumi admiring some of the cloaks that they had for sale.

“I wish I had some enchanted cloaks to show you, miss,” the shopkeeper was saying with a wistful expression on her face.

“I understand. The cloaks you have are very nice, but if I get a new one, I really need it to be enchanted,” Kazumi said with a smile.

The woman nodded and then walked over to speak to another customer who was looking at tunics. The elf’s blue eyes lit up as she saw me.

“Buying a cloak?” I asked.

Kazumi wrinkled her little nose at me.

“You know I was just passing the time,” she whispered and glanced towards the shop keeper to make sure she hadn’t heard her.

I just smiled at her.

“But I must admit, the prices are very reasonable,” she said as she looked at another cloak.

“Unfortunately, the shopkeeper doesn’t have any enchanted cloaks at the moment,” Kazumi added.

“Does she expect any to arrive in the next few days?” I asked.

We would probably be in Hellvik for at least a few more days. If the prices were good, the elf might be able to get a cloak at a bargain.

“She said there is a market at the docks for the merchants to buy shipments every Oneday and Fourday,” Kazumi said.

“So, the pirates sell their stolen goods to the merchants who then sell them to others,” I said.

The elf blinked her eyes in surprise at my words.

“I hadn’t thought about where she gets her merchandise!” she said as she looked around at the clothes on display.

“I would wager that boats like the Sparrow take some of the stolen merchandise upriver to Arnn where they sell it to merchants there. From there it probably goes to Deerbeck,” I said.

Kazumi nodded. We left the shop and then headed over to the keep. I wanted to see it up close.

The keep was built from the same grey stone that the rest of Hellvik seemed to be constructed from. The stone blocks of the keep, however, were massive compared to the stones used for the other buildings.

The doors of the keep were made of wide oak boards bound with iron. The wood seemed unmarred and the iron of the bands didn’t have any rust on them. Something seemed off about the doors compared to the rest of the keep.

I realized that the doors seemed relatively new compared to the aged stones of the keep’s walls. My guess was that the original doors had been destroyed when the pirates had sacked the city.

Four soldiers stood guard outside of the keep’s entrance. Like the other guards I had seen around Hellvik, they wore mismatched gear. The only thing that identified them as official guards were the red sashes that they all wore.

We walked past the keep and then took a left at the next intersection. Ahead of us, on the left, was a building with a sign that read, “The Blue Swan Tavern.” A few of the better dressed residents of Hellvik were entering the place.

“Should we stop there for lunch?” Kazumi asked.

“No. It’s too close to Alfonso’s shop. If he eats here, he may notice us. Even others may remember us as out of place strangers after we take what we came for,” I said softly as we walked by the entrance to the tavern.

“Right,” she said with a nod of her head.

We headed back to the central square and grabbed a quick bite from a street vendor. Afterwards we walked back to the Bloody Dog.
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The next morning, Harvald and I went to scope out the potion shop while the girls headed down to the docks. We walked by Alfonso’s store, doing our best to ignore it as we passed. Today an orc was guarding the front door, and the elf was in the alley. A cart was unloading some boxes behind the shop. A woman was carrying the boxes in through the open rear door while the orc watched.

We didn’t stop to watch as we didn’t want to draw any attention to ourselves.

I wondered if Alfonso had guards at the doors during the evening as well. We would have to return tonight to see if the guards were there. I told my plan to Harvald and he agreed.

We returned to the Bloody Dog and the girls met us there a little later. I told them that Harvald and I would head back out in the evening.

After dinner, the dwarf and I headed back to the east side of town. A crescent moon hung low in the starry sky.

I noticed the jewelry shop had a guard outside of its door even though they were closed. The crescent moon provided little light and at first, I thought there was no guard in front of Alfonso’s. But as we drew near, I could make out a shadowy figure leaning against the door.

We turned right at the intersection and headed down to the next street. I glanced to my left as we passed the alley. A lamp next to the back door of the potion shop highlighted the guard sitting on the stool. At the next intersection, we took a left, reversing the path we had taken during the day.

The buildings here were mainly dark, save a few that I could see lamplight peeking through curtains. I guessed that, as we had seen in most of Hellvik, some of the houses were occupied and some were abandoned.

“It seems that Alfonso’s shop is guarded day and night,” I said.

“The guards will make it difficult to break in,” the dwarf said.

“The shop next to his, the fur merchant, is not connected. There is a space between the two buildings. If they were connected, maybe we could break into the fur shop and then tunnel into the potion shop,” I said, thinking out loud as we continued walking down the street.

Harvald stopped in his tracks.

“Tunnel, you say? This is the east side of the city, right?” the dwarf said excitedly.

“Yes. The side with the pirate lord’s keep,” I said as I walked back to where he was standing.

“The thief that was in the cell next to mine... the gnome. He spoke of tunnels under the old part of the city,” the dwarf said.

“Tunnels? What kind of tunnels?” I asked.

“The gnome told me about tunnels he had found under the old town. He said he was living in one of the abandoned houses. The roof had a hole in it and rainwater had rotted out part of the floor. He discovered the tunnels when his foot broke through the floor and he almost fell into a tunnel under the house,” the dwarf said excitedly.

“Where do the tunnels lead?” I asked.

“He said they seemed to be under most of the buildings in the old town. Even under the keep,” Harvald said.

“If we can find one of the tunnel entrances, we can see if there is one under the potion shop,” I said.

A dog started barking from one of the nearby houses.

“Let’s head back to the Bloody Dog. We will have to make a plan to see if we can find the tunnels,” I said.

The girls were still awake, waiting worriedly for us to return.

“Is the shop still guarded at night?” Kazumi asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“Damn. How are we going to get in there without alerting the whole town?” Nikita asked with a frown.

“Harvald, tell them what the thief told you,” I said.

The dwarf repeated the story of the tunnels that the thief had told him.

“What ever happened to the gnome?” Kazumi asked.

Harvald shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know. He was angry at having been caught. He said he was going to leave Hellvik if he ever got out of jail. He was released a few months ago,” Harvald answered.

“Do you think there could be a tunnel under Alfonso’s shop?” Nikita asked.

I gave her a smile.

“That is what we are going to find out,” I said.

The next morning, Nikita and Kazumi headed to the docks again while Harvald and I visited the old town again. We avoided the street that Alfonso’s shop was on so as not to arouse suspicion from his guards in case they recognized us.

I led us down the wide street right before the one with the potion shop. If we headed north, the street led to the keep. Instead, we walked south. We then made a left to go up the street behind the shop.

I noticed that the farther along we walked away from the main street that led to the keep, the more abandoned houses I saw. The first block contained mainly businesses.

The block past the vicinity of the potion shop was all homes. The street had four occupied houses and two that looked abandoned. The very next block had two occupied and four that seemed empty.

“This might be the best area to search,” I said quietly to Harvald as we walked past a couple of the abandoned homes.

“What’s the plan?” the dwarf asked.

“I will come back late tonight with Kazumi. We will make our way into one of these abandoned homes to search for a way into the tunnels,” I explained.

“You don’t want me to come along tonight?” he asked.

“The elf has magic that can provide light for us. I am worried that three or four of us will draw too much attention,” I explained.

The dwarf nodded.

We turned left and headed up the street past the street the shop was on. We then headed left towards the main street again. Only two houses in this block were abandoned. The same with the next block. The last block was fully occupied.

I hoped that the block I had chosen would prove lucky as it was the least occupied of the blocks near Alfonso’s. We headed back to the Bloody Dog to wait for the girls to return from the harbor.

Nikita and Kazumi returned and said they hadn’t seen the Seahawk. I told them that I had found a block that seemed like a good place to start our search for a tunnel entrance.

“Kazumi, I want you to accompany me tonight. We can use your magic light to search for a tunnel entrance,” I said.

Nikita argued, saying she should come as well, but she accepted my reasoning once I explained why I didn’t want too many going. The plans for the evening settled, we ate lunch and then napped in preparation for a long night of exploring.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Kazumi and I hugged the shadows of the buildings in the old town. The night sky was partly cloudy, and the crescent moon was obscured, giving us extra cover from curious eyes. As we reached the abandoned homes that were our target, we ducked between two of the homes.

I carefully led her around the back of the home on our left. The back door of the house was ajar and half of the glass window next to it had been broken out. I paused, listening for any noises coming from the house.

The abandoned house next to us was quiet. Behind the houses, some trees and bushes were growing, giving us cover from the next street over. We tiptoed into the building and Kazumi had her staff cast a faint blue light.

The room looked like it had been a kitchen at one time. The next room was the main living area. The room was empty save for some half-rotted furniture.

“Where do you think the tunnel entrance could be?” Kazumi asked as she held her staff low so the light could not be easily seen from the broken windows in the front of the house.

I looked around the room. There was a set of wooden stairs that led upstairs.

“Let's check the area under the staircase,” I suggested.

I didn’t see anything. I took my knife and tapped around, hoping to hear a hollow sound behind some of the wood. I pushed and pulled on some of the floorboards, but I couldn’t find anything. We spread out around the room. I used my knife to tap, and Kazumi pulled her dagger out so she could tap as well.

We repeated the process in the kitchen. I stood up after we had checked the entire floor.

“I suppose it was too much to hope we would find an entrance in the first house we searched,” I said.

“Let’s go check the next one,” Kazumi said.

The elf extinguished her light as we walked out of the house. We cautiously walked over to the next house and entered it once we were fairly certain it wasn’t occupied.

The layout of the second house was similar to the first. I noticed a lot of small animal droppings in one area of the floor. I spent extra time checking that area, but I couldn’t find anything. We searched the floors as we had done in the first house, but we found nothing.

We left the second house and quickly crossed the street to where the other two empty houses were. The third house had a similar layout to the first two, except reversed.

A small section of the second floor had collapsed. It took us some time to clear the debris enough that we could search the floor in that section. We moved slowly and carefully as there was an occupied house next door. We didn’t want to wake the occupants.

I was frustrated. We had spent a lot of time moving the debris around, yet we found nothing. The rest of the floors in the house were solid as well.

We stepped outside. I could see a faint lightening of the sky to the east. Dawn would be breaking soon. The final house was between the two occupied houses.

I was concerned that someone would see us snooping around the abandon houses, so we headed back to the Bloody Dog. The streets were empty at this early hour.

Kazumi and I slept in while Nikita and Harvald headed down to the docks after breakfast. The Seahawk had still not returned from its voyage. After midnight, Kazumi and I headed back to the old city to check the fourth house. If we were unsuccessful, we would try the next block.

We were extra careful entering the fourth house. I hoped that the neighbors were asleep. The house was relatively intact compared to the other three. Perhaps because it was situated between two occupied houses, there was less opportunity for people to vandalize it.

At first glance, the interior of the house was like the other houses. There was a kitchen and a living area with stairs heading to the upper level. It took me a moment, but I realized that in the kitchen, this house had a small room behind a broken door.

I carefully opened the door and peeked inside while Kazumi held her staff close for light. The little room behind the door was probably a storage closet or pantry. Shelves, bare now, lined the far wall.

The pantry cut into the size of the kitchen, but I supposed it could be useful for storage. I wondered why the other houses didn’t have one. But if the other houses didn’t have one... could this be the clue we were looking for?

“Kazumi, hold your light closer to the floor,” I said as I knelt down.

I looked at the wooden floor and then had her hold her light down to the kitchen floor beside me. The wood was different!

I took out my dagger and tapped the kitchen floor. Then I tapped the storage room floor. The sound was different.

“Do you think there is a tunnel under here?” The elf said excitedly.

“One way to find out,” I said as I explored the floor with my fingers.

I carefully felt around the floorboards and the area where the floor met the walls. I was about to give up when I felt a small section of one of the planks move.

“Bring your light over here,” I whispered.

I jiggled the small piece of wood. I hoped that it might be some kind of latch. After jiggling it for a minute while pushing and tugging, I finally felt some of the floorboards move.

I was able to lift up a section of the floor about two inches. It was some kind of trapdoor in the floor. I shifted my body around to get more leverage.

“It hasn’t been opened in a long time... I think it’s stuck,” I said.

“Let me help,” Kazumi said as slender vines began to grow out of her staff.

The vines snaked under the floorboards. Kazumi braced her staff against the kitchen floor.

“Okay, try again,” she whispered.

I started lifting up with all my strength as the vines started pulling on the boards. The trapdoor slowly opened, its old, rusted hinges squealing as they resisted moving. We managed to open it fully, resting the door against the wall behind it.

I looked down at the opening. A ladder led down into the darkness.

“I think we found the tunnels,” I said.

Kazumi poked the end of her staff into the hole and increased the brightness of the light. The ladder led down about ten feet. I could see the floor of the tunnel beneath us. It looked like it was made of the same stone as the Keep and the buildings of the old part of town.

“I’m going to climb down. Hold the staff to the side so I can have some light,” I said.

Kazumi shifted position so I could reach the ladder. I climbed down. From the light of her staff, I could see the tunnel was about nine or ten feet wide and maybe eight feet tall. The tunnel was running parallel to the street in front of the house.

I could see maybe 30 feet in either direction before the darkness swallowed up the light from her staff. The tunnel seemed straight in this section. I climbed back up.

“Aren’t we going to explore?” the elf asked.

“No, not yet. My guess is that these tunnels are long forgotten. But I don’t want to take any undue risks. When we are ready to strike, we will return with Nikita and Harvald. I also want to measure how far Alfonso’s shop is so we have a good idea where we should go. I just hope there is a ladder and trapdoor in his building,” I explained.

I closed the trapdoor. The hinges squealed, but not as loudly as they had when we had opened the door. We carefully made our way back to the Bloody Dog.

“What happened? Why are you back so early?” Nikita asked with concern when we entered her room. She had been in bed, assuming we would be gone for many hours.

“We found a trapdoor that led to the tunnels!” Kazumi said excitedly.

“Excellent! When do we make our move? Tomorrow night?” Nikita asked, her voice tinged with excitement.

“We will discuss it in the morning. I am hesitant to break into Alfonso’s before we deliver the letter for our other quest. Once we secure the mortar and pestle, we need to leave Hellvik sooner rather than later,” I explained.

The girls nodded. I bid them good night and headed to my room. The dwarf sat up in his bed, woken by my opening the door. I told him the good news.

“Good. The thief was right about the tunnels,” the dwarf said with a nod.

“We will wait a few days to see if the Seahawk arrives before we make our move on the potion shop. I want to take care of that quest before we deal with the main quest that brought us here,” I said to him.

“I agree. That sounds like the wisest course of action,” Harvald said.

As I lay there trying to sleep, I wondered how long it would take for the ship to return to port. We could wait a few more days at most. I fell asleep as I wondered where Alfonso would store the mortar and pestle when his shop was closed.


Chapter Twenty-Three


We ate breakfast and then we went up to the girls’ room to discuss our plans.

“I think we can wait another two maybe three days for the Seahawk to return to port. Whether that quest is completed or not, we need to try the tunnels in a few days and see if they lead to the potion shop,” I said.

“Why don’t we go explore the tunnels tonight?” Nikita asked.

“The house with the tunnel door is located between two occupied houses. Every time we go to that house we risk being detected. I don’t think they will take kindly to strangers snooping around,” I explained.

Nikita nodded in understanding.

“So, what do we do today?” Kazumi asked.

“I want you and Nikita to go past Alfonso’s shop and measure how many paces it is to the fourth house. Including about how many paces it is to the street that heads up to the corner that the shop is on,” I said.

“Harvald will come with me to the docks. Afterwards I want to buy him some armor. We don’t know what kind of traps Alfonso may have in his house or how many guards will be there at night,” I added.

“Let me retrieve the letter,” Nikita said and then she glanced at Harvald with a frown.

I could tell that she was hesitant to reveal her storage ring in front of the dwarf.

“Nikita, Harvald is a member of our team now. I trust him,” I said.

“You have my word that I will not betray your trust. Val freed me from a slow death in that prison. My family and my king left me to rot there. A stranger showed me more kindness than my own people. If I die fighting by your side, it will be a better death than what awaited me in that cell,” Harvald said fiercely.

Nikita nodded and opened up her storage.

A moment later she handed me Hilmar Gemheart’s letter to her son. She then handed me a handful of coins.

“I’d rather our new friend not die fighting by our side. Use some of our money towards gear for him,” Nikita said.

The plan for the day set, our two groups headed out into the city. We checked the docks, but the Seahawk was still was not back.

As we turned to head back into town, I saw the two dwarves I thought of as “red” and “brown” heading towards their ship. We asked them for a recommendation for a place to buy some armor for Harvald.

“Try the shop in the main square called Della’s Armor and More. Della is a Dwarven woman, and she usually has gear sized for us shorter folk,” red said.

We thanked him and headed in search of Della’s store. When we reached the square, we were confused for a moment, because none of the signs on the shops said "Della's”. After a moment, Harvald saw her sign in front of a store just down one of the side streets.

It wasn’t on the square, but it was close enough for red to have referred to it as such, I thought with a shake of my head. Harvald went into the store with a spring to his step. The dwarf was looking forward to getting some protection to go with the mace I had given him.

Della’s store had an interesting array of armor, clothes, weapons and supplies. I noticed that much of the gear she had was indeed sized for dwarves. Della was an older grey-haired woman, stoutly built.

I asked her how much leather armor would cost for Harvald. She had a nice set for 150 and a plain set for 125. I was able to get her down to 110 for the cheaper set. I paid for a belt for him to be able to hang his mace on so he wouldn't have to carry it in his hand all the time for 1 gold.

We added a worn leather helmet for 5 gold. The helmet wasn’t in the greatest shape, but it would give him some additional protection.

“I need a fancy helmet like you have!” Harvald said with a laugh as he looked up at my horned helmet.

“When I can afford a better helmet, I will give you this one,” I said to him.

As I paid Della, I noticed Harvald was looking at the warhammers that were on display.

“What is your preferred weapon?” I asked.

Harvald looked over at me and then back at the warhammers.

“I am fond of hammers. They do a lot of damage. But I am comfortable with battleaxes as well. I have done a lot of training with a waraxe and shield. Those come in handy in close quarters where you might not have room to swing one of the long weapons,” he explained.

“When we can afford it, we can trade your mace in for something else,” I said.

“I always give good prices on trade ins!” Della said cheerfully.

We laughed and thanked her. We returned to the Bloody Dog and found the girls waiting for us. They were confident in their measurements to the shop from the fourth house.

Harvald went to our room to change into his new armor. We then spent the rest of the day exploring some of the other sections of Hellvik. As the day lengthened, the cloud cover grew thicker. I wondered if rain was heading our way.
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In the morning, Nikita and I headed down to the docks to check again for the Seahawk. Kazumi and Harvald went to the market to purchase a small bottle of oil and a piece of cloth.

“There are two more boats here today,” Nikita said.

“Maybe today will be our lucky day,” I said.

“I hope so. I’m tired of waiting around. I want to get back to Breakhold. I’m worried that every day that I delay, Baron Skeg gets stronger,” Nikita said.

“I promised that I would help you on your mission to get revenge. We will avenge your uncle. These quests give us an opportunity to get stronger as well,” I reminded her.

She looked over at me. I could see the worry in her brown eyes.

“We are starting to get low on the funds Veronica gave us. And we still need to pay for passage back to Arnn and then Hochwald. I don’t want to lose money on this quest,” she said.

“Hopefully the reward will more than cover any expenses we have to pay for,” I answered as we neared the first of the new ships.

“The Sea Cat. Well, it was half right,” Nikita said as she read the name on the prow.

We walked down to the next boat. I read the name in relief.

“The Seahawk! Finally!” Nikita said happily.

“Let’s hope that Gemheart is here,” I said.

A dwarven woman was walking down the gangplank of the boat. We walked over to meet her as she reached the dock. She looked at us suspiciously.

“Excuse me, is there a Harvald Gemheart on the boat,” I asked.

The woman’s eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down.

“Why do you want to know?” she asked.

“I have a letter to deliver to him,” I said and gave her a reassuring smile.

She looked at me for a long moment and then nodded.

“I’ll go fetch him,” she said, and she walked back up the gangplank to the ship.

We waited for a few minutes. The sky was covered by dark grey clouds. It looked like it would rain later.

A gull landed near us, eyeing us up to see if we had any food that he could snatch if we weren’t paying attention. A few other gulls were squawking at each other. The boats creaked as they rocked in the gentle waves of the harbor.

The dwarven woman appeared again and started down the gangplank. She was followed by a dwarven man. He was wearing a mail shirt, and he was holding a warhammer in his hands.

I was glad to see that the man was young. Hopefully this was the right Harvald Gemheart. He looked at me suspiciously. The woman waited by his side, her hand on the war axe on her belt.

“Who are you?” the man said.

“Just a messenger. Are you Harvald Gemheart?” I asked, giving him a reassuring smile.

“Maybe,” he said.

“If you are, I have a letter from your mother to give you,” I said.

The dwarf's eyes blinked in surprise at my words. It took him a moment to answer.

“My mother? Let me see,” he said as he shifted to a one-handed grip and held out his free hand.

“First, I want to make sure I have the right person. Where is your mother from and what does she do?” I asked.

The dwarf frowned.

My mother is from Mannif, where I was born. Her and my father run a jewelry shop in Deerbeck,” he answered.

Finally found him, I thought, as I reached into my leather vest pocket and retrieved the letter. I handed it to him.

The dwarf looked at the letter and at the seal.

“This is from my mother,” he said softly as a range of emotions played across his face.

“You are a hard man to find,” I said with a grin.

Gemheart looked at me.

“Thank you, stranger. Do I owe you anything?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“No, your mother took care of it,” I said.

The dwarf nodded and headed back up the gangplank without another word.

“I guess he is going to read it in private. I hope it isn’t bad news,” the dwarven woman said. She gave us a nod and walked towards the city.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Nikita said.

“Yeah. Let’s head back and tell the others the good news,” I said.

A light drizzle of rain began to fall. As we walked, I pulled up my quest screen.

Gemheart’s Quest

Letter Delivered. Return to Gemheart’s shop and report success to Hilmar Gemheart

Hopefully the reward would be decent. In reality, it wasn’t a difficult quest. It was more time-consuming than anything else. But fortunately, we had been heading to Hellvik for Veronica’s quest anyway.

As we reached the Bloody Dog, the clouds grew even darker. I realized that the rain could possibly cover some of noise if we tried to get into the potion shop tonight. The tavern’s great room was empty save for one table eating a late breakfast and Harvald and Kazumi sitting at a table near the fireplace.

“We found the real Harvald Gemheart!” Nikita said to Kazumi and Harvald.

“That’s wonderful!” Kazumi said excitedly.

The dwarf crossed his arms and looked at Nikita quizzically.

“The REAL Harvald Gemheart, was it?” he said with a wry smile.

“Oh, sorry! You know what I mean!” Nikita said as she blushed in embarrassment.

“It’s fine, girl. I’m glad. Did you give him the letter?” he asked.

“Yes. Let’s go up to one of the rooms, we have things we need to discuss,” I said as I looked around the room meaningfully.

They nodded and followed me up to the girls’ room.

“It’s starting to rain. From the look of the clouds, it looks like the rain may last a while. I want to make our move on Alfonso’s shop tonight. The rain might help hide some of the noises we make, especially if the trap door in Alfonso’s is as old and noisy as the one in house number four. That is assuming we are lucky, and Alfonso’s shop has a tunnel entrance,” I said.

“The potion shop is three floors tall. I bet Alfonso lives upstairs,” Nikita said.

“Who knows, some of his guards may also live in the building,” Harvald added.

“What will we need to bring tonight?” Kazumi asked.

“Your staff will be able to provide light. Nikita, I might need some more lockpicks. Alfonso may have the mortar and pestle locked up somewhere,” I said.

“We should buy a small bottle of oil to grease the trap door hinges. The one in the house was very squeaky when we opened it,” Kazumi said.

“Do you have any skill with lockpicks?” I asked Harvald.

“I’ve never used one,” he said.

“I have a high dexterity which seems to help, but I am no expert,” I said.

I looked out the small window the room had. The drizzle had become rain.

“I will ask downstairs if I can buy some oil. Then we can relax here for the rest of the day and then take a nap so we can be ready for tonight,” I said.

“I look forward to actually doing something. I almost went crazy sitting around that cell for so long,” Harvald said.

“How long were you held captive?” I asked.

The dwarf thought for a moment.

“Nigh on three years, I think,” he replied.

“I just hope we don’t get too much action tonight. Get in, grab the magic thing, and get out,” Nikita said with a pensive look on her face.

The rest of us nodded in agreement.


Chapter Twenty-Four


A flash of lightning split the night sky. A rumble of thunder followed a few seconds later. The rain was coming down in a steady downpour.

Kazumi and I were nearing the fourth house. A short distance behind us, so it didn’t seem like we were together, Nikita and Harvald were following us. Our boots splashed on the soaked cobblestones.

The streets were quiet tonight. A few hearty souls were going to and fro between some of the pubs. I didn’t see any of the town watch walking about as we made our way here. My guess was that they were hiding away from the rain in some alcove somewhere.

As we reached the fourth house. I looked around. The houses on either side were dark save for a faint light on the second floor of the house on the left. Kazumi and I quietly made our way around the back of the house.

Once we were inside, the elf produced a soft light from her staff. We checked around the kitchen and the living area. It seemed undisturbed from our visit a few days ago. Same for the storage area with the trapdoor.

A minute later, Nikita and Harvald joined us.

“Where is the door to the tunnels?” Nikita asked.

“In the storage room,” I said.

Harvald helped me lift up the trapdoor while Kazumi gave us light to see. The hinges squealed loudly, but I doubted anyone outside could have heard the noise.

Kazumi stuck her staff into the hole and I climbed partly down the ladder. I looked in either direction, but I saw no movement. The only sound I heard was the dripping of water. I noticed a little rivulet of water running down the center of the tunnel. Some of the rainwater must find its way down here, I guessed.

I climbed down to the tunnel floor. Kazumi climbed down next followed by Harvald and Nikita.

“You might as well increase the light. If there is anything in the darkness, it will see us from a distance. We might as well be able to see as far as possible,” I said.

Kazumi increased the blue light from her staff. I could see at least thirty feet in either direction. Just north of us was another ladder that I hadn’t noticed last time. It probably led up to the house next door.

“The shop should be in this direction. But we will need to find a connecting tunnel to head north,” Nikita said.

“Harvald, you stay up front with me. Nikita, keep an eye to our rear as we walk forward,” I said.

"I will count our paces," Kazumi said.

I could see Nikita frown at me and it looked like she was about to say something. After a moment though, she nodded and took a position next to Kazumi. I was glad to see she didn’t argue with me. I knew she was used to being the leader of her group.

We started walking down the tunnel, alert for any dangers. I thought about Nikita. I could understand her desire to be in charge. I couldn’t really explain it, but I also felt the need to be in charge. I could empathize with her. I had a desire to win, to accomplish things, to … to lead us to victory as corny as that sounded.

“This is where the road turns to the keep above us. Towards the shop,” Kazumi said.

“The gnome said there were many tunnels under the old town. We should be able to find a connection,” Harvald said.

We walked for a time and then we came to an intersection. We had passed three ladders leading up to trapdoors. Our tunnel met a larger tunnel heading north and south. Our tunnel continued on the other side.

Kazumi held her staff high as we walked into the larger tunnel. A stream of water, about a foot wide and a couple of inches deep ran down the middle of the larger tunnel. The water from our tunnel joined it.

“We should head in that direction,” Nikita said and pointed north.

“I think we are under the main street that leads towards the keep. Or close to it,” Kazumi said.

“One moment,” I said and walked back towards our original tunnel. I took out my dagger and scraped an “X” in the wall where our tunnel met the larger tunnel. The stone under the surface was lighter than the weathered surface layers making the “X” clearly visible in the light.

“Just in case these tunnels are a maze,” I said.

“Good thinking,” Harvald said as Kazumi gave me a smile filled with pride.

A man could get used to being looked at like that by a beautiful woman, I thought as I gave her a wink.

We headed up the passage. There were more ladders in the larger tunnel. After a short walk, we reached another intersection. The tunnel crossing this was smaller, similar in size to the first tunnel we had entered.

“This should be the tunnel that leads towards the shop,” Kazumi said and pointed to the east.

I marked the main tunnel with another “X”.

“What’s that?” Nikita asked and pointed towards something on the ground in the main tunnel a little past the intersection. I saw something shining in the light of Kazumi's staff.

I sheathed my dagger and drew my sword, just in case. The others readied their weapons as we walked closer to investigate.

The pile on the ground was a jumble of bones and ripped clothing. The bones had gnaw marks on them. Next to the torn apart skeleton was a sack. A golden goblet was protruding from it. It was reflecting the light and had caught Nikita’s attention.

“The Goblin Thief!” Harvald said in surprise.

I noticed the skull seemed a little unusual. The teeth were all small and pointy compared to a human or elf. Even an orc only had long sharp canines.

“How can you tell?” I asked.

The dwarf knelt down and picked up an arm bone. A bracelet of small polished red stones was still around it.

“The goblin wore this exact bracelet. I remember it,” Harvald said.

“What happened to him?” Kazumi asked.

“It seems the tunnels are not as empty as he thought,” I said as I glanced around. The others looked around warily as well.

“It looks like he found a trapdoor that led him to some loot,” Harvald said as he emptied out the bag. There was a pair of golden goblets, five golden plates and four silver cups.

“They should be worth a decent amount of coin,” Nikita said as she glanced down at the loot.

“Do you have room in your storage for them? They will make a lot of noise if we carry them with us,” I said.

Nikita nodded and opened her storage as Harvald handed her each piece. As she reached for the last cup, it slipped from her hand and bounced on the stone floor a couple of times before it rolled to a stop. The cup made a ringing sound that echoed through the tunnel.

We all looked around, waiting breathlessly. If anything was nearby, surely it heard the noise. We heard and saw nothing. With a sigh of relief, Nikita picked up the cup and put it in her storage.

“Anything else before I close it up?” she asked.

The dwarf searched the goblin’s clothes. He found a small coin pouch with 13 gold in it. There was a small box with a handful of lockpicks in it. He also found an iron dagger with some dried blood on it.

“It looks like he died fighting at least,” the dwarf said as he stood up.

Harvald handed the coin pouch to Nikita and stuck the dagger in his belt. He handed me the lockpicks. We left the goblin to his rest and headed down the other tunnel in the direction of the shop.

We had travelled about twenty yards when Kazumi stopped suddenly.

“Did you hear that!” she whispered.

We paused to listen. The elf had the sharpest hearing of us. But after a moment, I heard it too. A shuffling noise. It was the sound of something scraping against the stones of the tunnel.

In the distance ahead of us, I began to make out shadows moving at the edge of Kazumi's light. Red eyes, low to the ground, reflected the light. The creatures started coming closer towards us. I could make out shadowy figures the size of large pigs.

I smirked for a second, imagining a herd of angry pigs attacking us. But then I concentrated on the approaching shapes. Whatever they were, I was pretty sure they weren’t pigs.

“What are they?” Nikita said as she glanced to our rear to make sure nothing was sneaking up from behind us.

“Rats! Giant Rats!” Kazumi said.

As if Kazumi's voice was a signal, the rats rushed forward. I could see they had long snouts and razor-sharp teeth with claws that scraped against the stone floor. I counted five of them.

“Nikita, watch the rear! Harvald and I will take the brunt of their charge,” I shouted as the rats closed with us.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Harvald bring his mace down on the head of a rat that was leaping towards him. The rat’s head exploded with a sickening crunch. I swung Hawkblade down on the head of the rat that was leaping at me.

My sword bit into its skull, knocking it to the ground. My sword caught in the rat’s head, stuck for a moment. I felt a strange tingling in my arm, which distracted me. That gave the next rat an opening and it leaped at me. One of Kazumi’s vines caught it, tripping it up. As it stumbled forward, one of its razor-sharp claws gashed my thigh as I managed to free Hawkblade and swing it around, catching the rat in the side of its head.

I noticed that my blade had a strange green glow as I pulled it out. I was bleeding from deep cuts on my thigh. I turned and saw Harvald wildly swinging his mace back and forth, keeping the remaining two rats at bay. I saw he was bleeding from a gash on his left arm.

I leapt towards the nearest rat, skewering it with the point of my blade. The rat was bigger than the others. The sharp blade bit deep into its body. Kazumi's vines snaked past me as they tried to trip up the other rat.

The rat I had wounded swung its head around and snapped its jaws at me. I jumped back, pulling my sword out as I avoided its teeth. The rat opened its mouth again to leap at me when a sword bit into its shoulder. As the rat turned its head to see its latest attacker, I leaped forward and drove my sword deep into its neck. The rat thrashed for a moment and then slumped to the ground where it died.

I felt a strange surge of energy travel up my sword arm. I glanced at Harvald and saw him finishing off the other rat that was tangled in Kazumi's vines.

I pulled my sword out. The green glow faded, and it looked normal again. I looked at the sword for a moment and then wiped the blood off it on the hide of the rat before sheathing it.

“Thanks,” I said to Nikita.

“No one was coming from behind. I couldn't let you have all the glory,” she said with a smirk.

“Did your sword glow green before?” Kazumi asked.

“No. This is something new,” I said.

“Let me see your wound,”, the elf said.

I looked down at my thigh. That was strange, I thought. The wound had stopped bleeding.

“I can wait, help Harvald,” I said.

Kazumi looked at my wound in surprise and then turned to help Harvald.

“I suppose the rats got to the goblin before he could get out of the tunnels,” the dwarf said as Kazumi healed his arm.

“That would explain the gnaw marks on his bones,” I said.

After she had finished with Harvald, Kazumi took a look at my thigh. She shook her head.

“I don’t understand. It’s already partially healed. How is that possible?” she said.

“My blade glowed green, and I felt a tingling sensation when I killed the rats,” I said as she finished the healing of my wound.

“That is strange,” Kazumi said.

“Whatever it is, we will have to worry about it later. Let’s get that mortar and pestle and get out of here,” I said as we continued down the tunnel.

“Kazumi, how is your mana level? Do you need your potion?” Nikita asked.

“I should be all right. I still have half ready. As long as were not up for a major battle or I need to bring you back from near death, I should be all right,” she said.

I hadn’t considered that there was a limit to Kazumi's magic.

We passed four ladders as we continued down the tunnel. We reached a section of the tunnel with two ladders, one on either side of the tunnel.

“I think this is where the potion shop is,” Kazumi said.

“It should be the ladder on the right, then,” I said.

“Let’s hope it opens in the potion shop and not the fur shop next door,” Nikita said.

I climbed up the ladder.

“Kazumi, hold your staff up high,” I said.

I found the latch and the hinges.

“Put some oil on the rag and pass it up to me,” I said as I looked down.

A few moments later, Nikita climbed the first few steps of the ladder and passed me the damp rag. The latch and hinges looked like they hadn’t been touched in ages. I generously greased the parts, making sure to go heavy on the hinges. When I finished, I passed the rag back down to Nikita.

“Give me to the count of ten and then turn off your light. Stay alert for any noises you hear in the tunnels,” I said.

“One, two, three...” Kazumi started counting as I grabbed my dagger and placed it between my teeth.

“Five, six,” she continued as I pulled the latch back and tensed my muscles.

“Eight, nine,” I hoped that there was nothing blocking the door from above.

The light went out and I began to push on the trapdoor. For a moment it didn’t move. Then we heard a faint squeal and then the hinges loosened up and I began to push the door open. I opened it up a few inches and then paused, listening. I didn’t hear anything. The room above was as dark as the tunnel below me. I pushed the door higher and paused again. Hearing nothing, I opened the door further.

After the initial squeal, the hinges barely made any noise as the oil worked its way into the mechanism. I climbed up a few rungs and poked my head through the opening into the inky blackness above.


Chapter Twenty-Five


The room above was pitch black. I couldn’t even see the trapdoor. I listened for a minute. The only sound I heard was the occasional rumble of thunder. I was relieved that it was still raining. The noise of the storm could help cover the sound of our movements.

I held the trap door open with one hand and grabbed my dagger with the other. I looked down.

“Give me a little light,” I whispered.

Kazumi lit her staff. As my eyes adjusted to the faint light, I could see the door opened up into a narrow space inside of a larger room. I could vaguely make out some boxes and barrels ahead of me. The ceiling above me was strange. Then I realized that I was looking up at a staircase. It looked strange because I was looking at it from underneath.

The trapdoor was hidden in the space underneath the stairs which would make it even harder to find. I climbed up and then laid the door gently back against one of the step bottoms behind the opening.

“Bring the light up,” I whispered down to Kazumi.

The elf climbed up and I helped her out of the hole. We had to bend over slightly to keep from hitting our heads. With the added light, I took a few steps forward and looked around the room in front of us.

It looked like some kind of storeroom. There were boxes and crates stacked on the floor and on shelves built into the walls. I could make out a door at the far end of the room. The room was filled with strange scents.

“This has to be the potion shop. I can smell all the plants and supplies he needs to make his potions,” Kazumi whispered from behind me.

That was a relief. If this had been the fur shop, we would have to come up with a different and potentially more dangerous plan. Not that this wasn’t going to be dangerous, but at least we had the element of surprise tonight.

I headed back to the trapdoor and instructed the other two to climb up. I told them we were sure this was Alfonso’s shop. We quietly made our way to the door.

“Turn the light off for a minute, I want to see if there is any light coming from under the door,” I whispered.

Once our eyes adjusted, I could see a faint glow under the door. The elf turned her light back on. I reached for the door handle and then paused.

“Hand me the oil rag,” I said and then I greased up the hinges of the door.

I opened the door slowly. The hinges barely made a sound. I peeked around. The storeroom was at the end of a small hallway. A few feet away from me was a door opposite a hallway which led to my right. The door was closed by a piece of wood held by brackets for extra security. The small hallway continued past the barred door to another closed door.

I could hear the rain falling outside. At the base of the barred door, I could see a small puddle of water reflecting the light from somewhere down the other hallway. I closed the door so I could speak to the others.

“There is a barred door a few steps from us. It must be the back door of the shop that opens to the alley,” I said.

“That makes sense. We saw supplies being carried in and they must have gone straight to this storeroom,” Nikita said.

“Opposite the door is a hallway. It must lead to the front of the shop. There is a light coming from somewhere down the hallway,” I said.

“What is our plan?” Harvald asked.

“Alfonso has a guard at the front door and the back door. We don’t have to worry about the back door at the moment, because the door is barred shut. The other guard is probably outside the front door. We don’t know if he has any guards inside the building. He may have traps set up,” I explained.

“We will head down the hall as quietly as possible and see what we find,” I added.

The others nodded. I instructed Kazumi to dim her light and we headed out into the hall. I peeked my head around the corner and looked down the hall. The light was coming from a lamp that was turned down low on the wall about halfway down the hall. Further down I could see an opening into another room.

I led them down the hallway. We all jumped as a particularly loud rumble of thunder startled us. I paused to listen before peeking into the room. I could hear a strange rumbling sound. For a moment I thought it was the thunder again.

I looked at Kazumi. I could tell she heard it too. She just shrugged her shoulders. I peeked around the room. I realized that this must be the main room of Alfonso’s shop. I wondered where the strange noise was coming from. The room was dimly lit by a lamp on the counter.

As my eyes adjusted, I saw the source of the noise. Just past a glass cabinet sitting on a table was the front door. Seated on a chair next to it was an orc guard. The guard was between the front door and the front window of the shop. The curtains of the store were drawn closed. He had his hands crossed on his chest and he was fast asleep. His head was leaning back against the wall and the noise was the sound of him snoring.

I motioned the others to move down the hallway.

“There is a guard sitting on a chair by the front door. He is fast asleep. I don’t know if it is the front door guard who came inside because of the rain or if he is yet another guard. We have to take him out without alerting anyone,” I explained in a whisper.

“How do we do that?” Nikita whispered.

“I should be able to move pretty quietly and get close to him without waking him,” I said.

“I can use my vines to entangle him,” Kazumi added.

Her vines. That gave me an idea!

“Do you think you can work your vines close to his head? Then when I strike, you can wrap them around his mouth?” I asked.

“Yes, I think so,” Kazumi said.

“As an elf, I can sneak pretty close to him too,” she added.

Thunder rumbled again and gave me another idea.

“When we are in position, wait for the thunder and then clamp your vines around him. That’s when I will strike. You two be ready for other guards rushing in if we make too much noise,” I said.

Kazumi turned off her light and we waited a moment for our eyes to adjust to the light from the hall lamp and the lamp on the counter.

I nodded and we made our way quietly to the table with the glass cabinet. Behind the counter I could see another doorway. I hoped that there was no one in that room.

Kazumi sent her vines towards the sleeping orc. The vines snaked their way up the wall. As they neared his head, they split into multiple strands. I moved to the corner of the table nearest the orc. I had my dagger ready. I looked towards Kazumi and nodded.

The seconds ticked by as we waited for another rumble of thunder. I saw a flash of lightning through the curtains of the windows. My body tensed in anticipation. The thunder rolled and the vines snapped around the orcs mouth. I leapt forward.

Startled, the orc tried to get up, but more vines tangled him, and he and the chair crashed to the floor. I reached him a fraction of a moment later and drove my blade into his throat, angling the point towards his brain. The guard's body spasmed for a moment and then he was dead.

I looked towards the door and waited. If there was a guard outside, did he hear the noise of the chair falling, I wondered. Or was the orc the outside guard who had come in because of the rain?

Nothing happened. No one came rushing to investigate. I pushed the orc's body aside and grabbed the chair. I propped it under the door latch. If there was a guard outside, the chair would slow him down. Nikita and the dwarf walked over to us.

Kazumi had her vines withdraw and wrap themselves around her staff.

“I don’t want to leave my vines here,” the elf whispered.

I nodded. We didn’t want to leave any clues behind us.

“Good work,” Harvald said as he bent down to search the orc.

Harvald handed me a key. The orc had a pouch with 16 gold in it. Harvald stood up. He was holding the red handled war axe that had been attached to the orc’s belt. The dwarf had a big grin on his face.

“An orcish war axe!” he whispered excitedly.

“You’re welcome to it,” I said.

“Not quite as good as dwarvish workmanship, mind you, but good quality nonetheless,” Harvald whispered as he attached his mace to his belt and held the war axe ready.

“What is the key for?” Nikita asked.

I shrugged.

“It could be for the front door. It could be for his room somewhere. We need to find that mortar and pestle while the storm gives us cover,” I said.

We walked over to the closed door. I pointed to Kazumi to listen since she had the sharpest ears out of the four of us. She listened and then shook her head. The door hinges were on the other side, so I couldn’t grease them. I gently opened the door.

The room on the other side was dark. I opened the door the whole way and we entered what looked like a large workshop. I could make out two long tables in the middle of the room.

“Give us a little bit of light,” I whispered. I didn’t want us bumbling around in the dark and knocking things over.

With the light of her staff guiding us, we walked into the room. There were shelves along the wall, some filled with ingredients, and some filled with potion bottles. There was another closed door ahead of us and a staircase that led upstairs.

I realized that those were the stairs above the trapdoor. The upstairs landing was shrouded in darkness. If Alfonso was up there, he was probably sleeping.

The two tables were filled with various instruments, including a number of mortar and pestles.

“Is it one of these?” Harvald whispered.

“The one we are looking for is a white mortar and a black pestle,” Kazumi replied.

All the ones on the table were brown or grey in color. I had a feeling that Alfonso wouldn’t leave such a valuable tool sitting out in the open.

I nodded towards the next room. It was Alfonso’s office. There was a large desk with a chair in the middle of the room. There were a couple of shelves along the wall filled with books. Behind the desk was a large wooden cabinet.

I went around the desk to search it while Harvald watched the door. Nikita checked the wardrobe behind me while Kazumi held her staff near us for light.

Alfonso’s desk had three drawers on either side. They were all filled with paperwork and records except for the bottom one on the right. That one contained a locked metal box.

“Watch for traps!” Kazumi hissed as she saw me reach to lift the box up.

I nodded. The excitement of finding the box had made me careless. Kazumi brought her light closer and I examined the box and the drawer it was resting in. I poked it with my dagger, causing it to shift position. It seemed safe.

I lifted the box up and set it on the top of the desk. I tried the key we had gotten from the orc, but it didn’t fit. I pulled out my lockpicks. I wiggled the pick inside the lock and moved it around. The pick bent. I set it aside and tried a new one. This one bent right away.

I tried a third pick. This time I moved it around very slowly and carefully. It took me a few minutes, but then I heard a satisfying click as the lock opened. I lifted the lid carefully.

The box was filled with coins and some gems. It seemed like quite the haul. There had to be a few hundred coins in the box. But no magic mortar and pestle.

“I found a locked drawer in this cabinet,” Nikita whispered from behind me.

“We found some loot in the desk, but not the magic mortar,” I whispered.

Nikita looked over my shoulder. Her eyes grew big at the sight of the coins.

“Nice!” she whispered.

“Can you put this in your storage? It would be a shame to let Alfonso keep the money he made with Veronica’s magic,” I said.

Kazumi secured the lid of the box with a small vine and Nikita placed it in her storage. Meanwhile, I turned my chair towards the cabinet. The bottom drawer of the cabinet was the one that was locked. I took my dagger and slid it around the gaps in the wood, checking for traps.

Not finding any, I pulled out the lockpicks. The first one bent, but I got lucky with the second one and heard a click on my first try.

“Stand back,” I cautioned in case there was an internal trap and we had to jump out of the way.

I slowly slid the drawer open. The only thing in the drawer was a wooden box. The box was beautifully made, the inlaid wood forming a diamond pattern. I carefully nudged the box with the pommel of my dagger. When nothing happened, I carefully picked up the box and placed it on the table.

We looked at each other. Even Harvald from the doorway gave me a thumbs up before turning back to watching the other room.

I slowly lifted the lid from the box. The inside of the box was lined with red velvet. Sitting on the red velvet was a gleaming white mortar. Next to it was the shiny black pestle.

I pulled up my screen.

The Tools of the Alchemist

Just to be extra sure, I removed my gauntlet and touched the mortar. It was cold. I touched the pestle next, and it was warm.

“We found them,” I said softly.

“Finally!” Nikita whispered with a sigh of relief.

I closed the box back up and handed it to her. She placed it in her storage. We had what we had come for. Now we had to escape without being detected.

We quietly made our way through the work room. The top of the stairs was still dark. We made our way to the front room of the store. As we passed through the room, I glanced towards the dead body of the orc.

“Wait,” I whispered.

I walked over and picked up the body. It was heavy, but I had a great strength stat. I walked past them and they just looked at me with puzzled expressions. We made our way back to the storage room.

“Close the door behind us,” I instructed.

When we got to the trapdoor, I asked Kazumi to brighten her staff light so she could peek down in the tunnels. I wanted to make sure there were no rats nearby.

“It’s clear,” she said.

“Move aside for a moment,” I said.

Once she was out of the way, I unceremoniously dropped the dead body through the trapdoor, it hit the tunnel floor with a splat. The others looked at each other and then just shrugged at my actions.

“Climb down and I will close the trapdoor behind us,” I said.

A few moments later we were all in the tunnel.

“Where are we taking the dead body?” Nikita asked with a frown.

“Nowhere. We leave him here,” I said.

“Why did you bring the body down here?” Kazumi asked.

“It will confuse Alfonso. He will wonder what happened to his missing orc guard. Hopefully he thinks that the orc betrayed him. The blood stains will just add to his confusion as to what happened tonight,” I explained.

Harvald let out a laugh at my explanation as he nodded his head approvingly. The girls nodded as well once they understood my reasoning.

“Smart thinking,” Nikita added, if a bit begrudgingly.

“Let’s hurry out of these tunnels. But keep your eyes and ears open for more rats,” I said as I headed up the tunnel.

We didn’t see any more rats. Now that we knew where we were going, it didn’t take us long to make it back to the fourth house. I went up the ladder first, checking to make sure that no enemy was waiting for us in the house.

The way was clear, and, in a few moments, we were walking down the street. The rain was beginning to let up and the sound of thunder was growing fainter as the storm moved away. We split up into two groups again, Nikita and Harvald following Kazumi and I at a short distance.

The streets were quiet save for a couple of drunks that we saw staggering down a side street. By the time we reached the Bloody Dog, the rain had turned to a drizzle.

Kazumi and I waited in front of the tavern for the others to reach us. We then staggered in together, pretending to be drunk and slurring our words as we babbled about nothing. The few customers that were still in the great room barely gave us a second glance. The bartender just shook his head as we staggered up the steps to our rooms.

I gave the girls a smile and a wink as they turned to go into their room. Harvald and I went into our room and closed the door behind us. I laid down on my bed and laughed. What a stressful yet exciting night it had turned out to be.

“I wanted some action after I was locked up all this time. That was certainly more than I had expected!” Harvald said.

“I’m glad you were with us, Harvald,” I said.

“I’m glad too lad, I’m glad too,” he said and then yawned.

The yawn was contagious. I had a feeling we would all sleep well tonight.


Chapter Twenty-Six


We decided to keep a low profile the next day. After breakfast we went to the girls' room and Nikita brought out Alfonso’s lockbox.

The box contained 440 gold coins. There were also 5 gems in the box. Two were garnets, one was an amethyst, and one was a ruby. The final and largest of the stones was a brilliant blue sapphire.

“Impressive,” Harvald said after letting out a low whistle.

“I hoped that there would be more coins, but the gems should fetch a good price when we sell them. Especially the sapphire,” Nikita said.

“I look at this as a bonus. Once we return the Tools of the Alchemist to Veronica, we will also receive a reward for the quest,” I reminded her.

“True,” Nikita said and nodded her head.

“Put the box back in storage. We can sell the gems and divide up the loot after we get back to Deerbeck or Hochwald. We don’t want to flash money and gems here and draw unwanted attention to ourselves,” I reminded them.

Nikita returned the loot to storage and then Harvald went downstairs where he borrowed a deck of cards from the innkeeper. We passed the rest of the day playing cards and sleeping.

The next morning Harvald and I walked down to the docks to arrange passage back up the river to Arnn.

I was glad to see the Sparrow was back in port.

“We will be leaving in the morning. Three again, or is it four now?” Captain Jane asked as she glanced at Harvald.

“Four, we have made a new friend,” I answered with a smile.

As we turned to head back, I saw a couple of men arguing in front of one of the pirate ships. A swarthy man with two guards was standing in front of a group of orcs from the ship. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the human facing the orcs was very agitated.

From the man’s look, I guessed that it was Alfonso. No doubt he was trying to find out who had stolen the mortar and pestle from him. One of the guards looked like the elf that I had seen outside of the shop's front door.

“It seems that Alfonso is looking for the magic mortar,” I whispered to Harvald as we walked away from the docks.

The dwarf glanced over to the group arguing in front of the pirate ship.

“Looks like that ship is crewed mostly by orcs. Smart move to dump that body into the tunnels. The potion maker probably suspects it was an inside job, helped by his orc guard,” Harvald said approvingly.

We made our way back to the Bloody Dog. I told the girls the good news about the Sparrow and that we had seen Alfonso.

“I wonder if Alfonso would suspect Nikita and I since we were in his shop that one day?” Kazumi said.

“I doubt it. We were only in his shop one time. I’m sure there are plenty of folks that stop by his shop and don’t buy anything because he is expensive,” Nikita said.

The next morning, as we walked down to the docks, I quickly went into the Hellvik Goods and Supplies store. I was able to purchase a deck of cards for 1 gold. I figured they would come in handy as we travelled. I also bought a sleeping mat for Harvald and a backpack for him as well.

An hour later, I stood by the Sparrow’s rail as the boat pulled away from the docks and headed out into the harbor. The boat, laden with goods for sale in Arnn, passed through the walls and turned into the river. I felt a sense of relief as the pirate town receded into the distance.

“I’m glad to be out of there,” Nikita said as she walked over and stood next to me. She was looking over the water towards Hellvik.

“I half expected the guards to stop the Sparrow before we left the harbor,” she added.

I chuckled.

“I understand the feeling,” I replied.

Nikita looked at me for a moment and then gave me a nod. A light rain had started again so we walked back to the main cabin.

The rain kept us inside the rest of the day. We passed the time playing cards as Harvald told us what it was like growing up and living on Edmund’s Isle.

The next morning, the rain stopped and by the afternoon the sky had cleared, and the sun was out. A couple of the Sparrow’s crew had poles and were fishing off the back of the boat.

We watched the orcs fish for a time as Harvald spoke to them about what kind of fish were in the river. Seeing how knowledgeable the dwarf was about fishing, one of the orcs fetched a pole for the dwarf to use.

Over the next couple hours, Harvald landed three decent sized fish as well as a few small ones that he threw back. The dwarf gave the fish to the orcs who passed them on to the cook.

“Gods, I didn’t realize how much I missed fishing!” Harvald said happily as we headed back to the main cabin.

“We will have to buy you a pole. You could catch fish for us to eat sometimes as we travel,” Nikita said.

“Yes! Hardtack for days on end gets so boring. Val was able to hunt rabbits for us which was a nice change of pace. Fish would provide even more variety,” the elf added.

Harvald laughed and gave the ladies a bow.

“This old dwarf would be honored to be the official fish catcher of the team,” he said as his face crinkled with mirth.

I smiled as well. I was glad the dwarf had joined us.
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Later that night, I stood at the rail of the Sparrow, watching the moonlight reflecting on the river as we moved upriver. I was having trouble falling asleep, so I had gone out on the deck to watch the river, hoping it would relax me.

My thoughts drifted to my past. It was frustrating not being able to remember anything before the day that Kazumi and Nikita had found me in the temple. All I could remember before that was a brief moment of being in a white light-filled space. A voice had spoken, telling me it was time to play again.

Play what, I wondered. Was it the voice of a god that had spoken to me? I had awoken in a temple afterwards.

The temple belonged to the god the girls called the Jester or the Trickster. Neither of those names sounded familiar to me. Perhaps it was his voice that had spoken to me.

My train of thought was interrupted by Kazumi joining me at the rail.

“Couldn’t you sleep?” she asked as her eyes looked at me with concern.

“No. My mind was filled with questions that kept me awake,” I answered and gave her a half smile.

“Why are you awake?” I asked.

“I wasn’t very tired. The last couple of days all we have done is sit around and relax or sleep. I heard you get up, so I thought that I would check on you,” she said with a smile.

“I appreciate it,” I said and turned to look at the water again.

Kazumi wrapped her arm around my waist and tucked her body next to mine.

“What were you thinking about?” she asked.

“The past and why I can’t remember it. Where I am from and where I am going,” I said with a shrug.

“As to the past, it is what it is. You can’t change it, even if you could remember it. Why are you worried about your future?” she asked.

“I’m not worried about my future. I am just wondering in which direction I will go,” I replied.

“Whichever direction you decide to go, I’m sure it will be the right one,” she said.

“I hope so,” I said.

“I’m glad we found you in that temple,” she said and squeezed her arm around me tightly.

I laughed softly and turned to her. She was so beautiful in the moonlight. I cupped my hands around her face. I bent my head down and pressed my lips against hers in a long gentle kiss.

“Oh, Val,” she sighed and pressed her body against mine.

She felt so nice against me. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close for a time.

“We should go back to bed. If I lay down, I might be able to dream about the next time we can be alone together,” I said softly.

Kazumi looked up at me and smiled.

“I dream about that every night,” she whispered.

I gave her a quick kiss on the forehead and then I took her hand and led her back to the main cabin. Her sleeping mat was next to mine and in a short while I could hear her breathing evenly as she drifted off to sleep.

I lay on my mat for a time, thinking about the last time Kazumi and I had made love. I fell asleep remembering the sweet taste of her lips.

The next morning, I woke early, troubled by the vague memories of a dream. In the dream, I was running across a giant table. Next to the table was a giant monkey dressed in colorful clothing and wearing a pointed cap with a little bell at the tip. A strip of cloth was tied across his eyes like a blindfold.

The monkey held a pair of white dice in its hands which it would toss on the table. The monkey was trying to hit me with the dice as I ran around doing my best to avoid the tumbling white cubes.

One of the dice hit me and knocked me over. The monkey started clapping his hands happily and I woke up. I lay awake for a while, wondering what the dream meant, if anything. Eventually I fell back into a restless sleep.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


We arrived in Arnn the next morning. Our first stop was the wine merchants stand in the marketplace.

I was glad to see Sally, the woman who oversaw the wagons on our trip from Hochwald to Arnn, standing by the wine stand. She was talking to an older gentleman wearing a burgundy-colored apron.

“Greetings, Sally,” I said as we reached the stand.

Sally turned towards us. It took her a moment to recognize us, but then she gave us a smile and a nod of her head.

“Will you be heading back to Deerbeck soon?” I asked.

“Aye. You’re in luck. The wagons will be heading back in the morning,” she replied.

“Great! I would like to book passage for four to Deerbeck and then Hochwald,” I said.

The wagon overseer looked at Harvald curiously. She then nodded to the man working the wine stand.

“John handles the arrangements. As usual, we will be leaving early. I will see you in the morning,” Sally said and then walked towards a nearby merchant selling bolts of cloth.

We paid the wine merchant for our transportation, and he made some notations in his ledger. Afterwards, we walked over to the White Ox and paid for two rooms and then ordered lunch in the inn’s great room.

Afterwards we headed back to the market to purchase some more hard tack and dried fruit for our journey.

“This town doesn’t seem much friendlier than Hellvik,” the dwarf remarked as we headed back to the Ox.

“I’m glad we are leaving in the morning,” Kazumi added.

“It’s best we stick to the inn for the rest of the day and evening. We don’t want to draw any unwanted attention to us,” I said.

“Unless you take a ship down the river to the coast, Arnn is the only path away from Hellvik,” Nikita said as she looked to see if anyone was watching us as we walked through the town square.

“That’s why I want to keep a low profile,” I added.

We ate dinner in the inn and then we went to bed early. In the morning, we met the wagons near the market. There were a pair of elderly women waiting patiently to one side.

Once the wagons had finished loading, Sally helped the two women onto the rearmost one. She then motioned for us to climb onboard the other two wagons. I sat next to Kazumi while Nikita and the dwarf climbed aboard the middle wagon.

As the wagons trundled towards the city gate, Kazumi cast a wistful glance in the direction of the docks.

“My only regret is that we did not get to buy more of those sausage sandwiches that woman was selling down by the harbor. They were so delicious!” she said with a bittersweet smile.

As the wagons passed through the square, I noticed someone standing in an alley watching us pass. The man was wearing a wide brimmed hat, and he turned away before I could see his face.

There was something vaguely familiar about him. I wished I had gotten a better look at him.

“What is it?” Nikita asked.

“What do you mean?” I responded.

“Why are you frowning?” the elf asked, her blue eyes searching my face.

“Oh. I thought someone was watching the wagons pass by,” I explained.

Kazumi looked around.

“He was back in the town square,” I said.

Kazumi shrugged.

“It’s probably nothing. The people of Arnn seem to be unhappy and suspicious of everyone,” she said.

“You’re probably right,” I nodded as the wagons rumbled through the gates of Arnn onto the road that led to Deerbeck.

Our journey through the dangerous land between Arnn and Deerbeck was thankfully uneventful. The hounds would bark and growl at night as creatures moved around beyond the campfire, but nothing attacked us.

I was glad to see the green and gold banners of Deerbeck fluttering in the midday sun over the gates of the city. The wagons made their way through the city to the Merchant Guild’s warehouse.

Sally reminded us that the wagons would be leaving the morning after tomorrow for Hochwald. I thanked her and we headed back to the Red Rooster to arrange rooms for the next two nights.

“We should head over to Gemheart’s Jewelers. I’m sure Hilmar is anxious for news of her son,” I said after we had deposited our packs in our rooms.

“No one worries like a dwarven mother,” Harvald said with a nod.

I knocked on the girls' room door and a short while later, the four of us entered the jewelry shop.

Hilmar and an older dwarven man were standing behind the counter, discussing a ring that Hilmar was holding. When she saw us, she handed the ring to the man and hurried over to greet us.

“Did you find my son? Is he alive?” Hilmar asked, her face a mix of worry and hope.

I gave her a smile and a nod.

“It took us a few days, but we found him. He is part of the crew of the Seahawk. A pirate ship,” I explained.

“Thank the gods. Victor! Did you hear! Our son is alive!” she said as she looked over to the dwarven man behind the counter.

“I heard him, wife. I told you he would be fine,” the man said with a rueful shake of his white-haired head.

“Did you give him my letter?” she asked, her eyes searching my face.

“Yes, the letter was delivered,” I said.

“Did he say anything?” she asked hopefully.

“He thanked me for delivering the letter. One of his shipmates said to him that he was lucky to have a mother still alive and sending him a letter. I could see your son got emotional at that, but he didn’t say anything. He just took the letter and went back on to the ship,” I said, truthfully relaying the event.

Her eyes welled up with tears. She let out a deep sigh and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

“Thank you, Quester. I am eternally grateful to you,” the woman said, once she had regained her composure.

Hilmar bowed her head and held her hands out together towards me. As before, a small pouch appeared. I took the pouch and opened it. I pulled out another small pouch that was filled with coins. There was also a gold ring fitted with a green gemstone inside the bag.

I passed the bag to Nikita who pulled out a small bag of coins. Kazumi went next and she had a bag of coins as well. Not as large as mine, but bigger than Nikita’s. She also pulled out a silver ring.

Kazumi handed the bag to Harvald. He looked at it curiously. Then with a shrug he reached in and pulled out a coin purse that looked to be the same size as Nikitas. After he had pulled out the coin pouch the golden bag faded away to nothing. The dwarf's eyes were full of amazement.

“Thank you for the quest,” I said.

“I’m glad we were able to help you,” I added.

Hilmar thanked us again.

“I thank you as well. You have put my wife’s mind somewhat at ease. If you are ever in need of jewelry, we will always give you a good price, Quester,” Victor added.

The light at the corner of my eye was blinking red. I pulled up the notification.

Achievement Reached

Level 5 Unlocked

Finally! I would check my stats once we returned to our rooms.

We left the shop and headed back to the Red Rooster to check on our rewards. My pouch contained 200 gold coins. Kazumi’s held 50 and Nikita and Harvald each had 20 coins.

I looked at the gold ring I had received with my screen.

Gold Ring with Emerald Gemstone

It wasn’t magic, but I guessed that I could sell it for a decent amount.

“Why did you get more coins than me!” Nikita asked Kazumi.

“Remember, I am bonded with Val!” Kazumi replied.

Nikita shook her head and then glanced at me with a frown.

“Twenty gold is great! I am grateful for the reward,” Harvald said.

“Don’t worry that it is only 20 coins. The team is share and share alike. We pool our resources and help each other out,” I said.

Harvald nodded.

“Is the ring that you received a magic ring?” I asked the elf.

“No, not magic. It's just a silver ring. What about your ring?” she replied.

“Mine is just a gold ring with an emerald gemstone,” I said as I handed the ring to her.

“It’s beautiful, but not much use to an adventurer. We should sell the rings to Hilmar. She will probably give us the best prices,” Nikita said as she glanced at the gold ring when it was passed to her.

“Hey! I got a nice experience bonus! I can level up!” Kazumi said excitedly.

Nikita’s frown returned as she looked at her friend.

“I got some points. But not enough to level up,” she said.

“Same”, Harvald said.

“I need quite a few points to reach level 16,” the dwarf added.

“You could bond with Val too. Then you would get extra loot and experience too,” Kazumi said to Nikita.

“Hhhhmmmppp,” Nikita grumbled as she shot me a scowl.

“Sorry Harvald,” Kazumi said as she looked at the dwarf.

“What are you sorry for?” he replied.

“Bonding won’t work for you unless you team up with a female Quest Master,” Kazumi explained.

The dwarf glanced at me.

“Aye, if I only I were 40 years younger with a pair of tits!” Harvald said with a laugh that made me chuckle.

“In all seriousness, though, I am grateful to be out adventuring. Being part of a quest team is something you only hear about in stories,” the dwarf added.

I checked my stats to see what kind of experience bonus completing Hilmar’s quest had given me

Status

Health: 115/115

Mana: 70/70

Stamina: 120/120

Level: 5

Experience: 798

Points to next level: 377

Attack: 20 (33)

(Hawkblade +13)

(Iron Dagger + 4)

(Standard Bow +6)

(Iron Arrow +8)

Defense: 20 (85)

(Leather Armor +26)

(Iron Helmet +15)

(Dwarven Mail Gauntlets +13)

(Scaled Lined Boots +9)

(Tunic +1)

(Leggings +1)

“I just reached level 5,” I said.

“Already? That’s impossible!” Nikita exclaimed.

“The bonuses you get must really add up quick!” Kazumi added.

“I’m grateful for it. The stronger I get, the better my chances of staying alive. And the better my chances of keeping my team alive,” I replied.

“You're a good fighter. I can’t wait to see how deadly you will be once you reach double digit levels,” Harvald said with a thoughtful nod of his head.

I noticed that Nikita was staring at me. She was chewing her lip- a sure sign that her mind was debating some problem.

“Should we go sell the rings and then see if we can upgrade any of our equipment?” Kazumi asked.

“It sounds like Hilmar will give us the best prices,” I agreed.

“I would rather wait to upgrade my gear,” Nikita said.

“Why is that?” the elf asked as she looked at her friend with a puzzled expression.

“In a few days we will reach Hochwald. We should get a decent reward for completing Veronica’s quest. The added coins might make the difference between getting a Novice Robe or an Apprentice Robe, for example,” Nikita explained.

I nodded. Nikita had a good point. I looked at Harvald. He was an experienced warrior. At level 15, he should be able to take a lot of damage compared to the rest of us.

“That’s good thinking, Nikita. But I do think we could spend a little coin on Harvald today. Maybe get him some better armor or a shield. We can also sell that mace, since you have a waraxe now,” I said.

The girls looked at the dwarf and nodded in agreement.

“We should sell the gems we picked up at Alfonso’s. If Hilmar is giving us good prices, we should sell them now,” I said.

“Good idea,” Nikita said.

She opened her storage and retrieved the strongbox. Nikita then pulled out the cups and plates we had found in the tunnels.

“We might as well sell these today,” she said and then placed them in her pack.

Nikita handed me the gems and then placed the strongbox back in her storage. A few moments later we were on our way back to Gemheart’s Jewelers. Hilmar was surprised to see us back so soon.

“I will gladly buy the rings! I may keep them for myself as a reminder of my son,” Hilmar said with a smile when I showed her the rings.

“I also have a few gems that I am interested in selling,” I said as I laid the stones on the counter.

“I am happy to help you, Quester,” Hilmar said as she glanced at the stones.

“Victor! Come help me appraise these stones for the Quester!” she shouted over her shoulder towards the back of the store.

“Coming,” Victor replied.

The dwarves used these little tubes with lenses to examine the gems. They reminded me of tiny telescopes. As they looked at each gem and the emerald in the gold ring, they made little notations on a piece of paper.

The couple then compared notes and whispered amongst themselves. At one point it seemed that Hilmar admonished her husband for something he said. Victor shrugged his shoulders and then nodded to his wife.

Hilmar looked at their notes and then proceeded to write something down on a new piece of paper. Hilmar then looked up at me.

“This is what I can offer you for each item, Quester. It is the best I can do,” she said as she handed me the piece of paper she had been working on.

It was a list of the stones and the two rings. Next to each was a number.

Garnets(2) - 70 gold each

Amethyst - 85 gold

Ruby- 140 gold

Saphire- 280 gold

Silver Ring- 20 gold

Gold Ring with Emerald- 490 gold

Total- 1,155 gold

I was surprised at how much they would give us for the gold ring. I showed the list to the others.

“It’s a good price,” Nikita said in surprise.

“Aye, its more than a fair price,” Harvald added.

“As a fellow dwarf would know,” Hilmar said as she smiled at Harvald.

I had to hide a smile as I noticed her husband Victor frowning. My guess was that he felt his wife was being too generous in her offer.

“Very well, I accept your offer for the gems and rings,” I said as I handed the paper back to her.

“Excellent. Give me a moment,” Hilmar said as she gathered up the precious gems as Victor went to the back to get the gold coins.

A few minutes later, we left the store and headed towards the nearest merchant’s shop. I was able to negotiate a price of 160 for the gold and silver items. The shop keeper gave us directions to a nearby blacksmith’s workshop.

The blacksmith’s shop was called the Steel Deer, and its sign was a piece of metal cut into the shape of the deer design used on Deerbeck’s banners.

The shop was run by a pair of elven women. They had a large selection of beautifully crafted Elven armor and weapons. Harvald looked over their armor while I sold the mace for 20 coins.

“Can I help you find something?” one of the blacksmith’s asked Harvald.

“I was hoping you had some heavy armor. The ones you have on display are beautiful, but I prefer something more durable,” the dwarf replied.

“I actually have a used set of Dwarven chainmail armor that I could sell you for a good price if you would like to take a look at it,” the smith said.

Harvald’s face lit up and he nodded. The blacksmith went to the back of the shop and returned with a set of armor.

“This is used? It looks new,” I remarked as I looked at the chainmail set.

“The soldier who bought this was unhappy with how heavy it was. He only wore it a few times before trading it in. He preferred the lightness and mobility of our finely crafted armors,” the elf explained proudly.

“How much?” I asked.

“570 gold. That includes the boots and gauntlets,” she replied.

It wasn’t a bad price, but I used my charisma and the fact that it was a used set to negotiate her down to 513 gold as Harvald went to examine the shields on display.

“Can we afford a wooden shield?” he asked.

“You should get a better shield. A sturdy shield will last a long time and then we won't have to upgrade it later,” I suggested.

“I have some nice steel shields and elven shields that you may be interested in,” the blacksmith said to Harvald.

The dwarf followed her to the back wall where she had an assortment of shields hanging. In the end we settled on a steel shield for 135 coins.

“Thank you,” Harvald said.

We sold Harvald’s old leather armor for 40 gold.

I looked at the worn leather helmet he was wearing.

“Let’s get you a better helmet while we are here,” I said.

“No, no! You have spent more than enough on me,” Harvald said with a shake of his head.

“Val is right. One hit and that helmet is done for,” Nikita said.

Harvald glanced up at my horned iron helm.

“Why don’t I take your helmet. Then you can buy something better for you. I like the look of the horns,” Harvald said.

I shrugged.

“Very well,” I said as I handed him my helmet.

I sold the dwarf’s leather helmet for 1 gold and then I settled on a plain steel helmet for myself for 130 gold.

“How do I look?” I asked as I tried the helmet on.

“Good. Not as fierce as when you were wearing the one with the horns though!” Nikita said with a laugh.

“Hey, come look at this!” Kazumi said excitedly.

Kazumi had been speaking with the other elven woman. The smith was holding a thick, beige colored shirt.

“What is it?” Nikita asked.

“Juri the blacksmith has developed a type of very light armor that would be suitable for a mage to wear!” Kazumi explained excitedly.

“How is that possible?” Nikita asked in surprise.

Juri held the shirt up proudly.

“I was in the process of making a couple of sets of scaled linen armor, but I didn’t have enough linen to finish the last set. It was only half the thickness of a normal set, without the scales sewn on. I had set it aside until such a time as I could purchase more linen.

“The next day a group of adventurers came into the shop to buy some equipment. The mage saw the half-finished linen armor and asked me about it. She had the idea that it would be light enough for her to use and still provide some much-needed protection,” the blacksmith explained.

“Interesting. The layers of cloth that make up the main part of linen armor are surprisingly strong and excellent at stopping arrows and other projectiles,” Harvald said as he reached out to feel the shirt.

“I made some modifications to the shirt, and it easily fit under the mage’s cloak without hindering mobility,” Juri added.

“How much for this one?” I asked the blacksmith.

“150 gold,” she replied.

“It’s just a shirt with a few extra layers. 75 gold,” I countered.

“It’s not just a shirt. It's made with specially treated linen, just like I use when I make scaled linen armor. 150 is the price,” Juri said.

“100 gold,” I offered.

“This is only the third of these shirts. I know there are mages that will gladly pay my price. 150. My price is firm,” Juri said with a little laugh.

I was surprised that the elf wouldn’t budge on the price even with my high charisma. I supposed there were times when the merchant’s confidence was such that it negated any charisma effects.

“That’s a lot to spend for just a thick shirt for me,” Kazumi said with a worried look.

“It's worth it if it gives you some added protection,” I said.

“I agree,” Nikita said.

“Add the linen shirt to our purchases,” I said.

Our total was 878 gold less the 61 gold we received for Harvald’s old gear. I paid the elves the 817 and then we headed back to the Red Rooster for dinner.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


The next day we went to the Earl’s gardens to pass the time. Harvald got lost in the maze and it took us about half an hour to find him and lead him back out. The gardens were quiet this afternoon and we were the only visitors.

Kazumi had bought some bread for the ducks, and we lay on the grass near the pond watching her feed them. The elf laughed as she watched the birds race each other to the pieces of bread that she was tossing into the water.

Kazumi brushed her hands off and then turned back towards us. As she did so, her smile was quickly replaced by a frown as she looked past us. I looked behind and saw 5 men walking purposely towards us. The one in the middle seemed familiar. A chill passed through me as I realized it was Alfonso!

“Trouble,” I said as I sprang to my feet and placed my hand on Hawkblade’s pommel.

Nikita and Harvald jumped up and faced the newcomers. Kazumi grasped her staff in both of her hands while the dwarf quickly flipped his shield from his back to his arm.

Alfonso and his men formed a semicircle in front of us, trapping us between the pond and themselves. Alfonso’s face was filled with fury as he looked at us.

Alfonso was in the middle. On either side of him were two orcs, one with a mace and one with a waraxe. His elf guard was standing across from me. A longsword hung at his belt. On the other end of the line was a human armed with a warhammer.

The henchmen were all clad in leather armor, save for the elf who wore a mail shirt. Alfonso was holding a sword in his hand. From the awkward way he was holding it, I had a feeling he was not skilled in its use. Alfonso was wearing a long cloak over his clothes.

“Where is it?” he yelled at us.

The three of us formed a line in front of Kazumi. Harvald was in the middle with Nikita and I on either side of him.

“Where is what?” I replied, feigning confusion.

“The mortar and pestle!” Alfonso screamed at me, spittle flying from his lips.

“What are you talking about?” I lied, pretending to not understand.

“I know you stole them!” Alfonso said slowly as he gained a measure of control over himself.

“I still do not know what you are talking about,” I said.

“Hand the Tools over and I will let you live,” Alfonso said.

“What makes you think we have them?” I asked.

“You were in Hellvik recently. I remember the women visiting my shop recently,” Alfonso replied, his eyes narrowing as he looked at Nikita and Kazumi.

“Just because we were in Hellvik, doesn’t mean we stole from you,” I countered.

“I had a feeling that whoever stole them would make their way to Arnn eventually. So, I sent Ren ahead to watch for any suspicious travelers from Hellvik. He spotted you on the wagons leaving for Deerbeck,” Alfonso said with a sneer.

I recalled the man I had seen watching us from an alley. Now I knew why he had seemed familiar. It was Alfonso’s elven henchman.

“We are travelling adventurers. I still don’t see why you are blaming your loss on us,” I replied.

“The dwarf has Karl’s axe,” Ren, Alfonso’s elven guard, spoke for the first time as he pointed to the red handled war axe hanging from Harvald’s belt.

I noticed that the two orcs with Alfonso had red handles for their axe and mace.

“You will pay for Karl’s death and the two men that I lost as we pushed through the wild lands to catch up to you,” Alfonso said coldly.

I didn’t respond.

“Let me guess... that stupid bitch, Veronica from Hochwald, hired you!” Alfonso hissed.

“Who?” I said, feigning ignorance.

His face turned red with anger

“Enough talk... Kill them!” Alfonso shouted.

The two orcs sprang forward, one attacking me with his mace while the other went for Harvald with his waraxe. The man with the warhammer lifted it over his head and ran towards Nikita. I saw that Ren stayed back, moving closer to Alfonso.

I drew my sword and in one motion blocked the mace that was aimed at my head. The force of the blow drove me backwards. The orc’s swing was surprisingly strong! If I didn’t have a high strength stat, he probably would have smashed my blade back into my face.

“Your magic sword won’t help you today,” the orc said to me as he noticed the green aura of Hawkblade

I sprang a few steps backward as the orc laughed at me. I glanced to my right. Harvald was being driven back by powerful blows from his orc opponent.

The man with the warhammer had slammed it down towards Nikita. She dodged to the side as the head had buried itself into the ground from the force of the blow.

I was amazed that all three of our opponents were possessed of such strength. I swung Hawkblade at the orc facing me. The orc shoved my blade backwards again.

Strength potions! That had to be it! Alfonso must have fortified his men before they confronted them.

“They are using strength potions!” I called out.

Alfonso laughed at my words.

I had to jump backwards as the orc swung his mace towards my chest. I noticed that the swing made him stagger. His body was not used to handling the new strength it possessed.

The orc might be strong, but I was quick with a high dexterity stat. I feinted a jab towards his head, switching my blade’s direction at the last minute. The tip of my sword cut a deep gash in the orc's upper left arm.

The orc let out a howl of anger and then he jumped towards me. He brought the mace down towards my head, but I was already dodging to the side.

As the orc stumbled forward, I leapt back towards him. I drove the tip of my sword into his back, the magically enhanced blade easily slicing, through his armor. The force of my jump combined with my strength, pushed the blade clean through the orc’s body.

I yanked Hawkblade back out as the orc slumped to the ground, blood gushing from his front and back. I glanced towards Nikita.

The man with the warhammer was stumbling as Kazumi’s vines wrapped around his legs. On the ground by his feet were the remains of other vines that he must have ripped through with his strength. Nikita must have scored a hit on the man’s thigh, because I could see the upper part of his leg was glistening with a coating of ice.

His leg being frozen had caused him to stumble. Nikita darted in and drove her sword into the man’s shoulder, causing him to grunt in pain. As Nikita jumped out of the man’s reach, more vines wrapped around the man’s leg.

Her assailant crashed face first into the ground. Nikita lept forward and drove her sword into the back of the man’s neck, severing his spine.

I looked towards Harvald just as the orc he was fighting smashed the dwarve’s shield with a mighty swing of his axe. The force of the blow sent Harvald flying backwards where he tumbled to the ground.

I was about to jump to his aid when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. I dodged away just in time to avoid being skewered by Ren’s sword. I turned and quickly blocked another of the elf’s swings.

Ren was fast and I had to move backwards to keep him from landing one of his blows. Harvald would have to fend for himself – I was in a fight for my life with the elf.

Ren smirked as he continued raining blows on me. The tip of his sword gashed my left shoulder as I managed to only block his swing.

“Karl was my friend! I will make you die slowly for killing him!” the elf yelled as he saw the blood leaking through the tear in my armor.

A moment later, I felt a burning pain as he scored another hit on the outside of my right thigh, drawing blood again. I wondered if the elf was naturally this quick or if had taken some kind of speed potion.

I noticed that the elf was aiming for my arms and legs instead of my body or my head. He truly intended to make me suffer and die slowly. I adjusted my strategy.

As the elf scored another hit on my left forearm, I was able to gash his left shoulder. I felt a small surge of power travel from Hawkblade’s pommel, up my arm and into my body. The pain of my wounds lessened.

I tried to counterattack, launching a series of attacks towards Ren’s torso and head. The elf took a few steps back, but he managed to deflect all my blows. He then pressed his attack again. As he gashed my shoulder again, I managed to wound him in his side. It was a shallow cut, but I felt healing energy surge up my arm again.

A few moments later, we had wounded each other again. I noticed that Ren was panting heavily. The last blow I had struck was deeper and I had felt a stronger surge of healing energy enter my body. I could see Ren’s expression changing from overconfidence to puzzlement as he saw that I was barely breathing harder despite our struggle.

“Halt! In the name of the Earl!” I heard a woman shout followed by a shrill whistle.

Ren and I backed away from each other and glanced up the gentle hill towards the entrance of the gardens. Two Guards wearing the green and gold of Deerbeck were watching us. One was blowing on a whistle.

“Stop toying with them! Finish them before more guards arrive!” Alfonso yelled.

I glanced towards Harvald. He was still alive and fighting the strength enhanced orc. Nikita was helping him as was Kazumi with her vines. The orc was a tough opponent, knocking them back and slashing through the vines with his axe.

I turned to Ren as he jumped towards me. He was careless in his rushed attack and I managed to gash his thigh after I blocked his swing. I felt my wounds healing as the elf seemed even more fatigued. I launched an attack of my own, Ren backing away as he desperately tried to block my blows.

The elf was losing blood, and he was feeling the effects of the life force being stolen by my blade. I scored another hit, this time on his shoulder. My sword gave me more energy and I pressed my attack.

Even though the elf was quick, fatigue had taken its toll on him. He tried to counterattack, but I twisted my body to the side as I lunged past his thrust, plunging my blade into his heart. A powerful surge of energy flowed into me.

I glanced towards my team. They were holding their own against the orc for the moment. I looked towards the potion maker. Alfonso was tossing a potion bottle aside as he began to chug from another one.

With an angry yell he threw the empty bottle at me. I used my sword to deflect it. Alfonso grabbed his sword with both hands and rushed at me. His eyes were glowing with a strange red light.

He launched a series of attacks at me. He was fast, even faster than Ren had been. I had to desperately parry the attack as he drove me backwards towards the pond. Not only was Alfonso fast, his strength had been enhanced.

I was fortunate that he was unskilled with the sword. If Ren had been this strong and fast, I wouldn’t have survived my battle with him. I was able to dodge and parry his attacks, but only just barely.

Alfonso was in a rage and his swings were getting wilder as he tried to land a solid blow. I saw an opening and I lunged in, bringing Hawkblade down in an overhand blow towards Alfonso’s head. The potion maker was not very skilled, but he was fast. He managed to bring his blade up and stop my blade inches from his head.

I was face to face with him, our blades locked together between us for a moment as I noticed his eyes glowed a brighter shade of red. Suddenly flames gushed from his mouth. The only thing that saved me from being burned and blinded was our locked swords deflected much of the fire.

I felt a searing burn across the side of my face and ear and I smelled the acrid scent of part of my hair being burned. I jumped back in surprise at this unexpected attack. Alfonso laughed and rushed towards me unleashing another blast of flames from his mouth towards me.

I dove to the side, but the fire burned my left forearm. I grunted in pain as I hit the ground and rolled away from the fire. Alfonso laughed again as he shot fire towards me again. I jumped backwards as I got up, landing in the shallow waters of the pond.

“There is not enough water in that pond to save you thief!” Alfonso snarled as he walked closer to me.

I stood up as I saw his eyes brightening. As he opened his mouth to shoot fire, I kicked water towards his face. The water reached him just as the fire left his mouth. The water was instantly turned to steam, scalding him and disorienting him.

I jumped forward, as the weakened flames burned me. Alfonso had instinctively brought his sword up defensively, but my blade slid past it, driving into the man’s chest. I slammed into him and we crashed to the ground.

The surge of power through my sword arm told me that Alfonso was dead. I felt a cooling energy flow through me, easing the pain of the burns on my face and body. I jumped to my feet and looked towards my friends.

Harvald was on his knees, looking stunned and disoriented. Nikita and Kazumi were still fighting the orc. I ran toward them as I noticed about a dozen Deerfield guards charging down the hill towards us.

I shouted, distracting the orc for a moment. As he glanced in my direction, one of Kazumi’s vines wrapped around his arm and pulled, throwing him off balance.

Nikita saw her opportunity and lunged forward, the point of her sword driving into the orc’s stomach. The orc doubled over in pain and collapsed to the ground just as the guards reached us.

“Put up your weapons!” one of the guards yelled as they surrounded us. He was wearing better armor than the others and I assumed he was their leader.

“Sheath your weapons,” I said to the team.

Nikita sheathed her sword as Kazumi had her vines fall to the ground. Harvald sat down on the ground and laid his axe down beside him. He still looked a bit disoriented.

“We were only defending ourselves,” I said to the lead guard as I placed Hawkblade back in its sheath.

Two of the soldiers knelt down by the fallen orc and rolled him over.

“This one is still alive, sergeant,” one of them said.

“Sir, I heard that one yell for his men to kill them before more guards came,” the female guard who had earlier ordered us to stop said as she pointed to Alfonso’s body.

“Oh, he did, eh,” the sergeant replied.

The orc groaned and spat out blood as the guards picked him up and forced him to stand. The sergeant walked over and faced the orc.

“Why did your group attack the others?” the sergeant asked.

The orc looked up at the sergeant. Blood was running out of his mouth. He looked like he would have collapsed if the guards on either side of him weren’t holding him upright.

“Thieves... stole from... the boss in Hellvik,” the orc said and then coughed up more blood.

The orc closed his eyes and his body shuddered for a moment before becoming limp. The guards laid him back down on the ground and one of them checked his pulse. The guard looked up at the sergeant and shook his head.

The sergeant turned to me.

“What did you steal from them?” he said as he eyed me suspiciously.

“Nothing! Their leader accused us of stealing from him and when we denied it, he ordered his men to attack us,” I said.

The sergeant narrowed his eyes as he looked at me.

A group of four soldiers jogged down the hill and joined us. One of them looked at the dead bodies and walked over to the sergeant.

“These men arrived today. They came in from the east, riding hard. Claimed to be in a hurry to get to Hochwald, sergeant,” the man said.

“This group came in on the wagons from Arnn the previous day,” the guard added as he pointed towards us.

“Were you in Hellvik?” the sergeant asked me.

“Yes, sergeant. We were there on business,” I replied.

“And what kind of business would honest folk be doing in a city of pirates and thieves,” the sergeant replied with a sneer.

I stood up straight and gave him my most charming smile.

“I am a Quester, and this is my team. A citizen of Deerbeck, Hilmar Gemheart, gave me a quest to deliver a message to her son in Hellvik. That man with the cloak had something stolen from him and he was suspicious of any new people in the pirate city. We left Hellvik as soon as we delivered the letter to Hilmar’s son.

“He must have assumed we were the ones who had stolen from him, and he followed us. I told him we had nothing to do with the theft. He didn’t believe me and attacked us. You can ask Hillmar, she will vouch for me,” I explained.

“A Quester!” the sergeant said in surprise and then ordered one of his men to fetch Hilmar.

“While we wait, I need to tend to my team,” I said and the sergeant nodded.

Nikita’s left arm was bleeding. Kazumi looked exhausted. Harvald shook his head and stood up, swaying slightly.

“Kazumi, can you help Nikita?” I asked.

The elf nodded and walked over to her friend. Her hands began to glow as she healed Nikita’s wound.

I looked at the dwarf. His helmet was dented and one of the horns had been shorn off. His shield was badly battered.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“Aye. Though I do have a headache. That cursed orc was almost the death of me,” Harvald replied.

The dwarf looked at his shield. A chunk had been torn out of it and it was badly cracked.

“The bastard ruined my brand new shield!” he said with a grimace.

“Look at the bright side. That shield saved your life,” I said.

“I’m glad you took my old helmet. That horn must have taken the brunt of the blow before it broke off,” I said as I looked at his damaged helmet.

Harvald raised his hand and felt his helmet. His eyes opened in surprise as he realized one of the horns had been shorn off. He removed the helmet and examined it.

“By the gods, no wonder I have a headache!” he said as he looked at the dented helmet.

“We will have to see if we can get that repaired for you,” I said.

“It might be cheaper just to buy him a new one,” Nikita said as she walked over to us. She was supporting Kazumi who seemed ready to pass out. I saw that the cut on Nikita’s arm was healed over with new skin.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

The elf nodded.

“She used up all her mana between fighting and then healing me. She is exhausted,” Nikita explained.

“Once we figure out what the guards are going to do with us, I can open my storage and give her her mana regeneration potion,” she added quietly so the guards couldn’t hear her.

“Are you and Harvald okay? I don’t have enough energy to heal you right now,” Kazumi said softly, her blue eyes filled with concern as she looked at me.

“I will be fine once this headache goes away,” Harvald said.

I felt around my face where I had been burned. It no longer stung and the skin felt fine. I glanced down at the wounds that Ren had given me in our battle. They had closed, but they had a raw and ragged look to them.

“My sword seems to have healed me,” I said quietly with a shrug.

Harvald nodded in approval as he looked at my wounds.

“That is truly a miraculous ability. I don’t know if you realize how lucky you are,” he said.

The soldiers were searching the dead bodies and gathering up the fallen weapons.

“Hey! That’s my dagger!” Nikita said as one of the guards picked up a dagger off the ground.

The sergeant looked at the dagger and then at the empty sheath on Nikita’s belt. He nodded to the soldier and the guard handed the dagger to Nikita.

“Thank you,” she mumbled in an agitated tone.

“This one has some potion bottles stashed in his cloak,” the female guard searching Alfonso’s body called out.

“What kind?” the sergeant asked.

“One is a healing potion. I’m not sure what the other two are?” she answered after opening up the bottles and sniffing them.

“The potions and loot are rightfully ours! To the victors belong the spoils,” Nikita said angrily.

“We are confiscating the bodies and loot for now. Fighting inside the city is against the law. If you want to make a claim on the loot, you will have to ask the Earl when he gets back from his hunting trip,” the sergeant explained.

“What! When is he returning?” Nikita asked.

“He should return in three or four days,” the sergeant answered.

“But we are leaving for Hochwald in the morning on the wagons,” Nikita said.

“Maybe. I still have not decided if I will detain you,” the sergeant answered.

Nikita didn’t respond. She just glared at the sergeant.

Fortunately, a few minutes later, the guard returned with Hilmar. Her face had a shocked expression as she looked at the blood and dead bodies.

“Oh, my! What has happened?” she asked.

“This man claims he is a Quester and that he was attacked by this other group by mistake. Did you send the Quester on a mission to Hellvik?” the sergeant asked.

“Oh, yes. The Quester found my son for me and delivered a letter to him,” Hilmar said as she gave me a warm smile.

I returned her smile and gave her a nod.

“You see, Sergeant. This was all a terrible mistake,” I said as I turned on the charm.

The sergeant nodded.

“Thank you for your help, Hilmar,” the sergeant said.

“Of course. The Quester has done me a great service,” she said and gave me a little bow before leaving.

“Very well, you are free to go,” the sergeant said.

“But you better not get in any more fights in Deerbeck,” he added.

“Sergeant,” I said as he turned to direct his men.

“Yes,” he said as he turned back towards me.

“We are leaving in the morning for Hochwald and we will not be able to ask the Earl for the loot from this fight... which is rightfully ours,” I said.

“And?” the sergeant answered with a frown.

“My team was wrongly assaulted in your city, and we have suffered wounds. We will not make a claim on any loot, but could I at least have the healing potion to tend to my injured comrades,” I said with a smile.

The sergeant hesitated for a moment.

“Very well, since you have done a service for Hilmar,” the sergeant replied and then directed the female guard to hand me the healing potion.

I gave Kazumi a drink from the bottle as the guards picked up the dead bodies and left the park.

“That is a potent healing potion,” Kazumi said.

I handed the bottle to the dwarf. Harvald took a long swig and then let out a contented sigh.

“I can feel my headache going away already,” the dwarf said contentedly.

I tried to hand the bottle to Nikita, but she declined.

“Kazumi healed me with the last of her mana,” she reminded me.

“Drink some, Val. That is a very strong healing potion, and it will help keep you from scarring,” the elf said.

I took a drink from the potion bottle. The red liquid burned at first but then my body was suffused by a pleasant warmth. I glanced at my wounds and watched in fascination as the scars smoothed over with new skin.

Nikita glanced around. The guards and Hilmar had disappeared out of the park. She opened her storage and pulled out Kazumi’s bottle of mana regeneration.

“Here, drink this,” she said and handed the bottle to the elf.

“I think I will save this for an emergency. Unless we are attacked on the way back to the Red Rooster,” Kazumi said as she tucked the bottle into one of her cloak pockets.

“Are you sure?” I said as I looked at her in concern.

Kazumi nodded.

“The healing potion refreshed me. I can’t use my vines or heal until some of my mana regenerates. But once I have a chance to rest, I will be fine,” she explained.

“Very well,” I said and handed her the rest of the healing potion which still had about a quarter of the bottle remaining. She tucked it into another of her cloak pockets.

We made our way back to the Red Rooster. After eating dinner, we went to bed early so that we could be ready for our trip to Hochwald.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Deerbeck faded into the distance as the wagons trundled westward on the road towards Hochwald. Our wagon hit a rut in the road and Harvald’s body bumped against me as we were jostled on the bench seat.

“Sorry,” Harvald muttered.

“No problem,” I said as I looked at him and started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” he asked with a puzzled frown.

“Your helmet got turned around and now you look like a bearded unicorn,” I replied.

Harvald laughed and reached up to adjust his one horned helmet.

“I still think we should have bought me a new shield yesterday. What if we must fight before we get to Hochwald?” he asked. The dwarf had his damaged shield slung across his back.

“The lands between Deerbeck and Hochwald seemed pretty quiet. It will be better to wait until we get Veronica’s reward to buy more gear,” I assured him.

“I hope you’re right,” Harvald said as he looked at the forest ahead of us.

The rest of the day proved uneventful, and we made good time before finally setting up camp for the evening. Even the dogs were quiet during the night.

The next day, Harvald sat with Nikita and I rode in one of the other wagons with Kazumi. It was a beautiful day. Even though we hardly spoke, it was enjoyable just sitting next to her as we travelled. Every once in a while, I caught her looking at me and I would give her a smile and a wink. She would return the smile as her blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight.

As the sun started dipping low in the west, I noticed the hounds started acting strangely. Their ears perked up as they trotted towards the north side of the road.

To our left was mainly grassland with an occasional tree. On the other side of us was a patch of forest. The trees were kept cut back, between fifty to one hundred yards from the road.

The dogs padded along next to the wagons, stopping to listen for a moment and staring towards the forest before continuing along with us.

“Did you hear that?” Kazumi said as she looked towards the trees.

I shook my head. The elf had much keener hearing than I did.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Something... something heavy is moving through the woods,” she said as she listened intently.

“It’s getting closer,” she added with a worried frown.

I had a feeling that whatever it was, chances were that it was bad news for us.

“Sally!” I yelled to the leader of the wagons who was riding in the wagon in front of us.

The woman turned around on her seat and looked back towards me. She nodded her head as she waited to see what I wanted.

“Something big is headed our way through the woods,” I yelled and pointed towards the forest.

Sally motioned for the wagons to stop. She hopped down and walked towards our wagon.

“I figured we might have company soon, the way the dogs are acting. Do you know what it is?” she asked as she stood next to our wagon.

“Kazumi has sharp ears,” I said and nodded towards her.

“I don’t know what it is, but it sounds... heavy,” she said with a frown.

I could hear it now. It sounded like heavy footsteps. Then I heard what sounded like wood splintering, followed by a loud thud of something crashing to the ground.

“Prepare for attack!” Sally yelled and the wagon drivers and guards sprang into action.

The wagon drivers pulled out bows from under their seats. A couple of the guards stayed on their horses, but the others dismounted and drew their weapons. I wondered if the ones that had dismounted were less comfortable fighting on horseback.

Nikita and Harvald ran over to us as Kazumi and I jumped off our wagon to the ground.

“What is it?” Nikita asked.

“We don’t know yet,” I replied.

“Whatever it is, it sounds big!” Kazumi added.

“Tor’s bones! I knew I should have gotten another shield yesterday!” Harvald said as he readied his damaged shield and adjusted his helmet.

The sound of heavy footsteps grew louder as the dogs began to bark like crazy. Suddenly, one of the trees at the forest’s edge toppled over with a crash. Birds from the nearby trees squawked and cried in surprise as they took to the air. Stepping from the shadows, a giant hairy creature came into view.

“Forest Ape!” one of the wagon drivers yelled.

The Forest Ape had to be at least fifteen feet tall, I guessed. It was covered in long hair that ranged in color from deep brown to a mottled green. Its coloring would help it blend in amongst the tree trunks and leaves.

Its body was thick with short, bowed legs and long arms that ended in clawed hands. The Forest Ape’s face had a broad, flat nose with flaring nostrils. Its mouth was filled with jagged yellow teeth. Small eyes glittered under a heavy, furrowed brow emphasized by a bony ridge that ran across the creature’s forehead.

The giant ape-like creature focused its gaze on us and started moving in our direction in a slow, shambling gait. The dogs rushed towards it as the wagon drivers notched arrows to their bows. The guards sprang forward and formed a line between the ape and the wagons.

I drew Hawkblade while Harvald readied his damaged shield and his waraxe. Nikita had her sword and dagger out. Kazumi was ready with her staff.

The dogs darted in and started biting at the Forest Ape’s feet. One of the hounds yelped as the giant ape snatched it up. The ape smashed the dog into the ground then carelessly flung its body aside. The ape let out a roar.

It was terrifying. I felt fear shiver down my spine. One of the guards fell to his knees and covered his ears. Two of the wagon drivers dropped their bows and fled in terror.

“Yaaaaagh!” Harvald let out a roar of his own.

I felt a surge of determination and resolve flow through me. The fear caused by the monster’s roar quickly disappeared.

Sally and the other drivers fired their arrows as the ape was only about forty feet from the line of guards, The arrows struck the creature in the chest. It roared in pain. I could see that the arrows hadn’t penetrated very far into its thick hide.

“Cut hard, Harvald, its hide is thick,” I said.

“Aye, I see,” the dwarf replied.

“Nikita, hang back unless you see an opening where you can make a quick strike from the side,” I said.

“Kazumi, try to trip it up,” I added.

“Be careful!” the elf yelled.

The giant ape headed straight for the guard that was still cowering on the ground, ignoring the others and the arrows that the drivers were firing into him. As the ape reached the guard, he grabbed the man and lifted him up over his head. The other guards jumped in and hacked at the creature’s legs.

The ape roared in pain and swung the guard he was holding like a club, catching one of the other guards and sending him flying to the side. The other guards jumped back. The ape smashed the guard in his hand to the ground before tossing the lifeless man aside.

The ape turned to go after another guard that was backing away.

“Now, Kazumi!” I said as I ran forward, Harvald at my side and Nikita trailing a little behind me.

Vines grew up out of the ground, wrapping around one of the creature’s legs just as it was trying to take a step forward. The vine caused the ape to crash to the ground. As the creature fell, it reached out a long arm to snatch the woman guard that had now turned to run. The woman screamed as the ape dragged her towards its head. Its jaws snapped shut and giant fangs tore into the woman’s back.

We all fell upon the creature. I stabbed it in the hamstring as Harvald hacked at the creature's ankle. The bravest of the other guards ran forward and hacked at the other ankle, causing some damage, but in the process severing the vine that had tripped the beast. The woman stopped screaming as the ape tore half her back out, leather armor and all.

It swung the bloody body down toward me, I jumped back, but the body clipped me, sending me spinning to the ground. The creature rolled to a sitting position. It punched at the nearest guard, sending him flying, while throwing the body it was holding at Harvald. The dwarf tried to duck, but the dead body crashed into him, knocking him to the ground.

The creature leaned over and reached for Harvald, but Nikita rushed in and stabbed the creature’s wrist. It let out a scream of pain as it pulled its hand back.

That momentary respite gave Harvald a chance to roll out from under the dead body and get to his feet. The dwarf and Nikita pulled back out of range of the creature’s arms with the remaining guards.

The creature rolled to its knees and tried to stand up. Its right leg gave out as another vine grabbed its hand that was trying to keep it upright by pushing against the ground. As the creature stumbled, its focus was on the people and the dogs in front of it. The Forest Ape had forgotten about me.

I grabbed Hawkblade in a two-handed grip and rushed forward. I swung the blade in an overhead smash, and the blade bit deep into the creature's left shoulder. I heard the metal of the blade crunch into the bone. The monster howled in pain as it turned towards me. I jumped back and backpedaled, keeping distance between us as it shuffled forward on its knees, its right hand ripping out the vine from the ground.

Its left arm hung useless at its side, its shoulder destroyed. Nikita used the opportunity to sprint around its side and now she drove her blade into the creature's right leg, opening a deep wound before she ran back. As it turned toward her, I ran forward, while Harvald yelled at it to distract its attention.

The ape didn’t see me as I used all my might to plunge Hawkblade into its side, angling toward its chest. If I didn’t hit the heart, I figured I would probably puncture a lung. The blade was glowing green. The ape arched its back and howled. Its movement lifted me off the ground by several feet.

I kicked the ape’s side with both feet as I yanked out my sword. I fell to the ground in a roll, before jumping to my feet and sprinting away in case the creature reached for me.

I heard a loud thud and looked over my shoulder. The ape had crashed to the ground as one of Kazumi’s vines wrapped around its neck and pulled it down as Harvald smashed at the ape’s ankle, unbalancing it. Blood was pouring from its mouth and side.

I ran back as Nikita reached it first, driving her blade into the creature's eye. The Forest Ape’s body shuddered for a moment and then it was still. The hounds ran forward, sniffing and growling at the giant carcass.

We were panting with our exertions. I was glad to see that none of the team appeared injured.

“Harvald... are you injured?” I asked as I remembered he had been hit by the flying body of a guard.

“Nay, I’m fine,” the dwarf replied.

“Are these things common around here?” I asked no one in particular.

“I’ve heard of Forest Apes and Snow Apes, but I have never seen one,” Harvald said.

“The Forest Apes are only found in the great forests far to the west of here. Snow Apes live in the high mountains. And they say that Jungle Apes can be found in Southern Jemet,” Kazumi explained.

“So, this was a random encounter,” I said.

“It had to be,” Nikita agreed.

“Thanks for your help. That thing would have torn us and the wagons apart,” Sally said as she approached.

“That Forest Ape is huge,” I said to her.

“Aye. That is the largest random encounter that I have ever seen,” Sally replied.

“I’ve only seen drawings of one in a book my mother had,” the driver that had identified the creature when it first appeared said as he joined us.

“I hope I never see one in real life again,” he added as he spat on the ground.

“Ken is alive!” one of the guards cried out. She was helping the guard that had been knocked over get to his feet.

“Thank the gods I only lost two guards and a hound today,” Sally said as she hurried over to check on Ken.

The guard had a broken arm but was otherwise unhurt. Sally gave him a healing potion and his arm mended enough that he would be able to ride his horse.

Sally and her crew wrapped up the two dead bodies in blankets and placed them in one of the wagons. The two drivers that had run away in terror at the Forest Ape’s roar returned and profusely apologized for running away.

“There was magic in that monster’s roar. I could feel it in my bones. I almost ran away myself,” Sally said to them.

As a penance, Sally had the drivers who had run away, dig a grave for the fallen dog.

“Old Brownie was a good and faithful hound,” she said solemnly as the dog was laid to rest.

The sun was setting as we got the wagons moving again. We travelled about a mile and a half in the twilight to put some distance between us and the Forest Ape’s carcass. Such a feast was sure to draw plenty of scavengers.

The campfire was quiet as the wagon drivers and guards thought about their fallen comrades. Later, as I lay in my bedroll looking up at the stars, I was thankful that none of my team had been injured.


Chapter Thirty


We arrived in Hockwald two days later. It was late in the day and Sally wanted us to meet the Merchant Guild’s overseer before we went to arrange lodging. We had to wait around for a bit as one of the warehouse workers went to fetch the overseer.

When the woman arrived, Sally told her the story of how we had been attacked by a Forest Ape. She told the woman that if it had not been for us, the wagons would have been destroyed and most of the drivers and guards killed.

The overseer was very grateful for our help. She asked us to wait a moment while she went to her office. A short while she returned and handed each of us 30 gold coins.

“Please accept these coins as a small token of gratitude from the Merchant’s Guild,” the woman said.

We thanked the woman and then headed towards the Jolly Maid Inn to arrange lodging. The Inn was booked for the evening, but the proprietor recommended Hobb’s Inn a few streets from the Jolly Maid.

By the time we had be shown to our rooms, it was already evening. I assumed that Veronica's shop was probably closed for the night, so we went back downstairs and ordered dinner.

The special tonight was roasted chicken with vegetables and potatoes. All four of us decided to order it as it seemed most of the other patrons were eating the special as well. The meal was tasty as was the house beer that we ordered. We relaxed afterwards with another round of beer before heading up to sleep.

The next morning, after we had eaten breakfast, we walked over to Paul’s Potions and Remedies. I opened the door to the shop. The little bell chimed, and I heard Veronica call out from the back saying she would be with us in a moment.

“Quester! You’re back! Did you succeed?” she asked excitedly as she saw us.

“Yes, we managed to get your mortar and pestle back,” I said.

Nikita opened her storage and pulled the mortar and pestle out and handed it to me. Veronica was practically hopping from foot to foot with excitement as I walked over to the counter and handed her the Tools of the Alchemist.

“Finally! I thought my prayers would never be answered. Thank the gods that they sent me you,” she said as she turned and walked to the back room. I could see her set the Tools down on her worktable.

“Did you kill that bastard, Alfonso?” she asked as she came back out front.

“Not at first,” I replied with a wry smile.

“What do you mean,” Veronica asked with a puzzled frown.

“We broke into his shop at night and managed to steal the mortar and pestle while he was asleep upstairs. We laid low for a couple of days before booking passage back to Arnn. Unfortunately, Alfonso had sent one of his men ahead to Arnn to look for any strangers arriving there from the pirate city.” I explained.

“Oh, no! What happened next?” Veronica asked as she looked at me with a worried expression.

“Alfonso and his men followed us to Deerbeck. There they attacked us, hoping to get the mortar and pestle back. It was a difficult battle, but my team managed to kill them. Including Alfonso,” I said with a grim expression.

Veronica’s expression alternated between relief and anger.

“I’m glad that lying thief is dead! I felt like a failure for a long time when I lost my father’s legacy. He deserved to pay for his crime,” she said bitterly.

“Alfonso has paid for his crime with his life. More importantly, you have your father’s treasure back,” I said to her.

“Thank you all for your part in this,” Veronica said as she looked at my team. She smiled as she noticed the dwarf.

“I see that your team has grown,” she said as Harvald and the girls smiled and nodded.

“Indeed, it has. Thanks to another quest,” I said as I gave Harvald a smile.

“Thank you, Quester,” Veronica said and held her hands out to me. The golden pouch materialized in her hands.

I thanked her and took the pouch. I reached in and pulled out a coin pouch. When I stuck my hand in the pouch again, my fingers wrapped around a pommel. I slowly pulled out a longsword, the bags opening magically stretching to let the hand guards pass through. It was a surreal experience pulling out the long blade from a small pouch. I handed the sword to Nikita. There was nothing else in the pouch, so I passed it to Kazumi.

The elf pulled out a coin pouch and a medium sized bottle of mana regeneration. Nikita handed the longsword back to me. I pulled up my screen and looked at it.

Steel Longsword +2

Nikita pulled out a coin pouch and healing potion bottle. Harvald pulled out a small coin pouch and then the pouch stretched and bulged as he drew out a helmet. The golden pouch faded away.

“Will you be staying long in Hochwald?” Veronica asked.

“We will be moving on as soon as we can arrange transportation,” I said.

“If you are passing through Hochwald and are in need of potions, I will always give you good prices, Quester,” Veronica said.

“I will keep that in mind,” I said.

We left the shop and headed to the Food Market to ask about transportation.

“We do not have any wagons travelling from Hochwald to Breakhold,” William explained.

“How far is Breakhold from here?” I asked.

William walked over to a map hanging on the wall. He pointed to a small town north of us.

“This is the village of Oldwald. In two days’ time we have a couple of wagons heading there in the morning. In Oldwald you can take the northwest road that leads to Fairmarket,” he said as he pointed to a larger town on the map.

“The wagons have recently returned from Fairmarket. We won’t be going there again for about three weeks,” he said, and I looked at Nikita. I could see her frowning and chewing her lip at the thought of waiting that long.

The man saw her frowning as well.

“You could ride along to Oldwald. From there you can walk to Fairmarket. I believe there is a road from FairMarket to Breakhold,” the man said.

“There is a road. I went to Fairmarket a couple of times as a child,” Nikita said.

“We will take passage for four to Oldwald,” I said.

Nikita paid the man and then we headed back to the Hobb’s Inn. We booked rooms for two more nights. Afterwards we headed to my room to count the coins we had been rewarded with for completing Veronica’s Quest.

My pouch held 300 Gold coins. Kazumi had 120 coins. Nikita had 60 coins and Harvald had 20 gold coins. I could see Nikita frowning as she looked at Kazumi's pile of coins and then at her own smaller pile.

The elf just shrugged her shoulders and gave her friend a smile.

I checked my stats sheet and saw that I had gotten a nice experience boost from the battle with the Forest Ape and the reward for Veronica’s quest.

“Finally! With the experience I received from our battles and the bonus from the quest, I leveled up!” Nikita exclaimed happily.

The elf gave her friend a hug. We then handed our coins to Nikita so she could store them for us.

“Nikita, why don’t you take the longsword. It has a plus 2 bonus,” I said.

“Do you want it Harvald?” Nikita asked as she looked at the dwarf.

“Nay, lass. You take it. The sword is your preferred weapon,” he replied.

Nikita placed her old sword in storage and sheathed her new blade.

“That looks like an Elven helmet,” Kazumi said as she looked at the helmet that Harvald was holding.

“It is. A little light for my taste, but it will do for now,” he said as he took off his one horned helmet and placed the new one on his head.

“How do I look?” he asked.

“Not bad,” I said.

“It will get the job done and we won’t have to spend any coin trying to repair or replace the other helmet,” Nikita added.

“Why don’t we pay for baths. I could use a cleanup after our battles and our journey here. Afterwards, we can start looking around the shops and blacksmiths so we can upgrade some of our gear,” I suggested.

After we had cleaned up, we headed out into the town. We checked the trader’s shops in the square first. Then we stopped by the blacksmith’s shop.

We ate kebabs on flatbread for lunch that we purchased from a street vendor. Harvald asked about any other shops in town that sold gear and the man gave us directions to another blacksmith and two other stores that had a variety of goods.

We spent the afternoon visiting the other stores, taking mental notes on the goods they had for sale. Once we had seen all that Hochwald had to offer, we headed back to Hobb’s Inn. There we discussed the best options for purchasing gear tomorrow.

After dinner, as we went upstairs, I noticed Kazumi was following me down the hall instead of Harvald. I gave her a puzzled look.

“I spoke to Nikita and Harvald. She trusts Harvald now. He is going to sleep in my bed tonight so I can... so I can spend some time with you,” she said as her blue eyes sparkled in the lanternlight.

I chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” Kazumi said as she crossed her arms under her breasts and frowned at me.

“Nothing, nothing at all. I just wasn’t expecting that. But I am glad you thought of it,” I said as I took her by the hand and continued down the hallway to my room.

I unlocked the door and drew her inside and pulled her into a kiss. We were both eager and hungry for each other.

A few moments later, our clothes were on the floor, and I picked her up and laid her on the bed. I stretched out on top of her and captured her mouth in a long kiss. She parted her lips and her tongue eagerly sought mine.

I felt her hand slide down and wrap around my cock. She began stroking me and I could feel her excitement building. Her hand began moving faster.

I broke off the kiss and smiled down at her. Her blues eyes were filled with desire for me.

“Val, I want you inside of me... I need you inside of me,” she whispered.

“Guide me into you,” I replied as I shifted my body so that my cockhead was positioned at her entrance.

Kazumi wriggled her hips as she adjusted her position. Then she guided my cock into her entrance. She was wet with anticipation.

I gently pushed into her as she released my cock and moved her hand to my hip. She let out a little gasp as she felt me filling her tight passage.

I worked my way deeper, stretching her before pulling most of the way out. I pushed forward again, going deeper. I repeated the in and out motion until I was fully inside of her.

“Val, you feel so good,” she sighed as she tilted her head back. I could feel her fingernails digging into my back.

I began moving my shaft in long, in and out strokes. I gradually increased my tempo as Kazumi’s breathing rate increased. She lifted her knees and feet up, allowing me to plunge my cock even deeper inside of her.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she whispered over and over as I pounded into her.

A moment later, I felt her body shiver in a long orgasm. Her tight passage spasmed around my rock-hard cock.

I slowed my rhythm down, allowing her to catch her breath.

She wiggled her hips, feeling my hardness. She smiled up at me.

“I can tell you don’t want to stop,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling with laughter.

“I need more of you,” I growled.

Kazumi smiled and kissed me.

“Hearing you say that makes me so happy,” she whispered.

I smiled and then shifted backwards onto my knees, letting my cock slide out of her.

“Where are you going?” Kazumi asked as she frowned in confusion.

“Nowhere. I want you to roll over on your belly and then get on your hands and knees,” I said with a little laugh.

She looked at me in confusion for a moment. Then she did as I asked.

“Like this?” she asked as she looked over her shoulder at me.

“Perfect,” I said as I squeezed her beautifully rounded ass.

I moved forward and then guided my cock to her opening. She was slick from her orgasm, and I slid in easily.

“Oh!” Kazumi said in surprise.

I grasped her hips and pulled her body backwards as I buried myself to the hilt inside of her.

“OH!” she gasped.

I began to pound into her, pulling her hips backwards to meet the forward thrusts of my cock.

“This. Feels. Won. Der. Ful,” she gasped between collisions of our bodies.

I paused for a moment and shifted my knees so they were outside of hers, pushing her thighs together. This forced her pussy to clamp even tighter around my cock.

I resumed my strokes, her passage grasped tightly along my length. She felt so good.

“Oh, oh, oh,” she whispered as my pace increased.

“Val... I’m coming again,” she gasped.

I felt her pussy clench around me as she thrust her hips backwards, straining to get every last bit of me inside of her. I pulled back and slammed into her one last time, exploding in my own powerful orgasm. I felt my cock spasm as I poured myself into her, her own passage still convulsing and shuddering as she took everything I had to give.

We collapsed to the bed, breathing heavily. I lay on top of her, savoring the feel of our bodies being joined together.

“You felt amazing,” I said as I kissed the back of her neck.

“Mmmmmm,” she muttered and sighed happily.
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The next day we went out to shop. Kazumi walked next to me, happily smiling whenever she caught my eye. I noticed Nikita looking at her friend with a contemplative look.

Our first stop was the blacksmith’s shop. We sold Harvald’s damaged shield and helmet for a total of 30 coins. Then we replaced his shield for 135 gold.

Next, we sold Nikita’s leather boots and her old sword for 23 gold. The boots were upgraded to a new pair of scaled linen for 63 gold.

Our next stop was a merchant that specialized in magical gear. We sold Kazumi’s cloak for 40 gold. Then we upgraded her to a Novice’s cloak for 507 gold.

If we were lucky, we would manage to earn some loot between here and Breakhold that we could use for more upgrades. We returned to the Inn for dinner and afterwards Kazumi spent the night in my arms again. The next morning, we climbed aboard the wagons heading north on the road to Oldwald.


Chapter Thirty-One


Oldwald reminded me of Groff, the first village we had reached after crossing into Hochwald territory. Oldwald was a bit larger with a central keep that was almost twice the size of the one in Groff.

I was surprised to see very few guards manning the gate and protecting the keep. The guards here wore the same green sashes that the other guards in Hochwald wore, except for a small yellow patch of cloth. The yellow patch was a plain circle, and it was sewn onto the sash near the shoulder.

“The colored patch signifies a vassal lord or lady's soldiers. The local lord here is sworn to serve Hochwald, like Skeg was sworn to serve my uncle,” Nikita explained when I asked her about the yellow patches.

The building next to the keep had a sign that said, “The Copperstone Inn”.

“Should we get rooms for the night? It’s a long walk to Fairmarket,” Kazumi asked as she looked at the Inn with a wistful expression.

“I suppose we can enjoy one night in a real bed,” Nikita said, but I could see she made a slight frown as she said it.

I could understand her concern. The more we spent on “luxuries” like rooms at an Inn, the less money we would have to upgrade our equipment when we reached Fairmarket.

We paid for two rooms for the night and then sat down at the only open table in the greatroom. The Inn was surprisingly busy, considering it was early in the afternoon. Most of the customers were men dressed in sturdy work clothes.

We ordered lunch and I asked the server about the crowd.

“The miners haven’t been able to work,” the serving woman said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“While they were digging, they opened a hole into an old tomb. The commotion woke up the barrow wights that had been slumbering there for gods know how long. They killed poor Daniels, who was the first one through the hole,” the woman explained and then hurried off to the next table.

“I’ve never seen a barrow wight,” Kazumi said.

“My dad told me about them. Said they weren’t too bad if there wasn’t too many of them. They are slow and predictable. Unless there’s a lich with them, of course. They can be a problem,” Nikita said.

“Aye, back on Edmund's Isle, when I had first joined the King’s Guards, we had a similar situation,” Harvald added.

“What happened?” I asked

Workers were expanding one of the temple buildings when they broke into an old tomb. I was with the guards that were sent to clean them out. The first few rooms weren’t too bad. As Nikita said, ghouls are slow and predictable. But the final room of the tomb was guarded by a lich,” Harvald said and then was silent as he got a faraway look in his eye, remembering that day from years ago.

“We were overconfident. The lich took out three warriors, including my cousin, Darvin. He had frost magic,” Harvald said.

“How did you beat it?” I asked.

“Once we recovered from our surprise, we gang rushed it,” Harvald said, with a grim set to his eyes.

“We lost one man and two more were badly injured, but we killed the damn thing,” he added.

As we finished our lunch, a young man hurried into the tavern. He looked around for a moment and then, seeing us, he quickly walked over to our table. He gave us a quick bow.

“Pardon my interruption but would you four happen to be travelling adventurers?” he asked breathlessly as he looked at me.

“No-,” Nikita started to say at the same time I started talking.

“Yes, what about it?” I replied.

The young man bowed to me as Nikita’s eyes flashed angrily at me.

“Sir, Baron Franks, asks you to come meet with him at the keep,” the young man said.

“What does he want?” I asked.

“I do not know sir. I understand that word reached him about your party, and he wished to see you all,” the man replied.

I looked at the others. Harvald shrugged. Nikita frowned and Kazumi smiled.

“Are we in trouble?” I asked.

“Oh, no sir!” the young man replied with a puzzled look.

“Very well, lead the way,” I said.

We followed the young man to the keep. The baron was waiting for us at the head of a long table. He was flanked by two guards in heavy chainmail.

“Sire, the adventurer’s you asked to see,” the young man said and bowed deeply to the baron.

“Excellent,” the baron said.

“Please, be seated,” the baron indicated some of the chairs near him as the young man turned and left the room.

“What can we do for you, Baron?” I asked.

“I have a problem. One that I was hoping you could solve. If you can, I will reward you well,” the baron said.

Baron Franks looked to be in his fifties, with graying hair and a salt and pepper beard.

“Does your problem have to do with the tomb the miner’s opened?” I asked.

“You are very perceptive. I need some brave souls to clear out the wights so that the miners can get back to work. The mines are the lifeblood of Oldwald,” the baron said.

I looked at the well armored guards on either side of the baron.

“Why don’t your men take care of the problem?” I asked.

“Normally, they would. Unfortunately, most of my soldiers left a few days ago to join up with Baron Steven’s men. Our forces are uniting to eradicate a large bandit camp that has sprung up in the Parwood Forest. The bandits have been raiding both of our lands. Even my court Mage has gone to fight the bandits,” the Baron said.

“So, you are thin on guards and don’t want to risk losing any of them. You want me and my team to risk our lives to take care of your problem?” I said.

The baron's eyes narrowed as he regarded me.

“I can pay your team two hundred gold,” he said.

I considered his offer. I figured he was lowballing.

“Five hundred gold,” I countered.

“Three hundred,” the baron replied after a moment.

I stood up.

“I thank you for your time, Baron Franks, but our lives are worth more than that,” I bowed and turned to leave as the rest of the team stood up to follow me.

“Wait!” the baron said.

I turned to look at him.

The baron let out a small sigh.

“Very, well, 500 gold,” the Baron said.

“Agreed,” I said and nodded.

“I will have one of my guards and the mine foreman meet you in the morning. They will show you the way to the mine and wait for your return. You will get your gold once my people confirm the mine is cleared,” the baron said.

We headed back to the inn and sat down in my room. I saw Nikita frowning.

“Are you worried that we are spending too much time on quests and other adventures?” I asked her.

Nikita looked at me for a long moment.

“Yes. I am anxious to get back to Breakhold. But I understand... five hundred gold is a lot of money. We will be able to upgrade some more of our equipment. Which we will need to defeat Baron Skeg,” Nikita said with a sigh.

“I am hoping that we will find some treasure in the tomb the miners discovered,” I said.

The rest of the team looked at me in surprise.

“I hadn’t thought of that!” Kazumi said with a happy smile.

“What if Baron Franks tries to claim the treasure as his property. The tomb is on his land and in his mine,” Harvald said with a frown.

“Who said we have to tell the Baron about any treasure we find?” I said with a smile.

“How will we get it out of the mine without his men seeing it?” the dwarf asked with a puzzled look.

“My storage ring!” Nikita said excitedly.

I just smiled and nodded. We went to bed early that night so we could be well rested for the next day’s battle.

In the morning, we had a hearty breakfast. Afterwards, we checked our gear and made sure we were ready. We brought our packs and all our gear along.

When we went back down to the inn’s great room, one of the baron's guards and the mine foreman were waiting for us. They led us out of town. The mine was in the hills north of Oldwald. It took us around half an hour’s walk to reach it.

The foreman lit some torches and handed one to the guard and one to Nikita. He lit one for himself as well. He led us down the shaft. Lanterns on the walls were still burning, providing light for us. I assumed that the torches were for the tomb.

After about a five-minute walk, we reached an intersection where the main shaft split into three directions. The foreman led us cautiously down the shaft to the right. After a short distance the shaft forked, and we took the right shaft again. We walked a few yards down the shaft and then the foreman stopped.

“The lads broke into the tomb a short way down this tunnel. We will wait for you back at the last fork. Good Luck,” The foreman said as he handed me his torch.

The two of them disappeared back up the tunnel. I unsheathed Hawkblade. Harvald readied his shield and axe. Nikita shifted her torch to her left hand and drew her longsword. Kazumi gripped her staff in both hands. I led them down the tunnel.

The lanterns ended a short distance from where the foreman had left us. The torches we held lit the way forward and soon we reached the end of the shaft. A ragged hole was torn open, large enough for a man to walk through. The tomb beyond was pitch black.

Gripping my sword tightly, I stepped through the opening. I was in a small, bare room constructed from stone blocks. To my left was an open archway. I held my torch high to light the way for the others. As Kazumi entered, she used her staff to provide more light for us.

I walked into the next room, followed by the others. The room was rectangular in shape, made from the same blocks as the previous room. The walls on either side were hung with tapestries. The fabric was old and faded, whatever images had been depicted on them were lost to the ravages of time.

Ahead of me was another arched opening. A man’s body was lying on the floor. The floor around him was stained with dried blood. He was clad in the same sturdy work clothes that I had seen the miners wearing. Daniels.

Suddenly, a low, ominous growl reverberated through the chamber. I exchanged a tense glance with Harvald. From the darkness beyond the archway, I saw a couple of figures shuffling towards us.

As they reached the doorway, I had my first look at a barrow wight. They looked like walking corpses. Tight grey skin clung to skeletal frames clad in rotting leather armor. Their white hair was long and lank. The wights’ eyes gleamed with malevolence as they spotted us. They held longswords in their bony hands.

As the first ghoul stepped into the room, it stumbled over Daniels’ body, falling to one knee. I leapt forward, swinging Hawkblade in an overhead swing. The blade bit into the wight’s head, cleaving it in two. I felt a little surge of energy pass through my arm as the wight collapsed to the ground.

Harvald engaged with the other one, catching its sword blow on his shield before hitting it with his axe in the shoulder.

“Agghh! I missed!” the dwarf yelled angrily as he parried another swing. His blow had bit into the creature’s shoulder, but it hadn’t even fazed it.

“What do you mean?” I asked as two more ghouls reached the doorway. They were similar to the first two, saving one held a battle axe in its hands.

“Take out the head! Otherwise, they die slowly,” Nikita yelled as she stabbed at the wight’s head that was engaged with Harvald.

The wight with the axe swung at me. Its movements were slow, and I easily dodged the blow. As the axe slammed into the stone floor, one of Kazumi’s vines wrapped around it and yanked. This caused the wight to stumble forward.

I instinctively rammed my sword into its chest, the blade passing through its body as the hilt slammed into its ribs. The ghoul grinned at me, its foul breath washing over my face. I smashed my helmed head into its forehead with a sickening crunch.

The wight dropped the axe and stumbled backwards. I glanced towards Harvald and Nikita. They had killed the first wight and were now attacking the last one that had entered the room.

The ghoul that I had stunned had recovered and was advancing on me again, its claw-like hands reaching for my neck. Its forehead was dented, and one eye was looking sideways. I drove Hawkblade’s point under its chin, the blade piercing into the creature’s brain from below. The light in its eyes went out as it fell to the floor.

Nikita and Harvald finished off the final barrow wight. I cautiously stepped over the bodies and entered the next room. It was bare walled with four stone sarcophagi sitting on the floor. They were lidless. I peeked inside the first one, but it was empty. They probably held the four ghouls that had attacked us.

At the far end of the room was another open archway framed by two slender stone columns. The tomb was quiet at the moment. I waited for the others to join the room and signaled for them to keep quiet. The columns by the next doorway had given me an idea.

“Kazumi, I want you to connect your vines between the two columns. Keep them low. If there are any wights in the next room, we can lure them to us. I think they are dumb enough to trip over your vines as they enter,” I whispered to the elf as I pointed towards the columns.

Kazumi’s eyes lit up and she gave me a smile and a nod.

“Nikita, you take the right side, and I will take the left. Harvald, stay near Kazumi and finish off any that get past us,” I said softly.

We walked quietly towards the opening. I heard the same growling noise that had heralded the wights previous attack.

“Hurry!” I said and we sprinted to our positions as Kazumi laced vines low across the opening.

The first wight tried to enter the room and sprawled forward on the floor as it tripped on the vines. It was closer to Nikita, and I watched as she drove her sword into the side of the creature's head.

The second wight tried to step over the vines. As it looked down, I lifted Hawkblade in an overhead swing, slicing into the back of the creature’s neck. Its severed head bounced on the floor as its body collapsed to the ground.

Two more ghouls tried entering the room as Kazumi sent more vines to trip them up. These had shields that they lifted up in an effort to block our swords. Our blades rang off the metal of their shields. We didn’t score hits, but the force of our attacks caused them to stagger over the vines and the bodies of their fallen comrades.

I rammed Hawkblade into the ghoul’s helmet that was closest to me as another wight clad in chainmail armor forced his way between the two we were fighting. As the ghoul I had hit fell to his knees, I swung my blade at the chainmail armored ghoul. The monster stumbled just before I connected and my sword clipped the top of his iron helmet, sending it flying.

“I have this one!” Harvald yelled as he leaped forward, his waraxe smashing into the ghoul’s shield.

The wight I had knocked down was getting back to his feet. I smashed my sword into its face before it could raise its shield high enough to protect itself. Nikita had her opponent down on its knees as it struggled to keep its shield up to block her blows.

Two more chainmail wearing ghouls tried to enter the room as Kazumi sent more vines to slow them down. They hacked at her vines with their swords. The one on the left was so focused on cutting the vines, it didn’t even try to stop my sword as I drove it into its head.

I had to jump back to avoid the swing from the second ghoul, almost dropping the torch in my left hand. The wight stepped over the remaining vines and swung at me again. I glanced at Harvald. He was still engaged with his foe.

I parried another blow and then launched an attack of my own, driving the ghoul backwards. Suddenly a sword tip erupted from the creature's neck. Nikita had hit it from behind, but it ignored the sword in its neck as it tried to turn around to face her. I stepped in and took its head off, my blade scraping across the top of hers as it passed through its neck.

Harvald finished off his opponent as Kazumi tangled it up with her vines. I saw the dwarf breathing hard.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“Aye. He was a tough one. He was able to block most of my blows,” Harvald said between breaths.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” he added.

I glanced at the ghoul’s shield. It looked brand new, despite having been in a fight. I frowned and looked at the other shields on the ground. They were old and tarnished from the long years here.

“Maybe it's a magic shield,” I said.

Harvald looked at the shield, his eyes widening.

“I think you may be right,” he said as he slung his own shield onto his back and picked up the wight’s.

“Well, since he won’t be needing it anymore,” the dwarf said as he placed his arm through the shield’s straps.

“It's a Shield of Blocking +5! Praise the gods!” Harvald said excitedly.

“Very light and maneuverable,” he added as he swung the shield through the air.

“It looks like the next room is the last one,” Nikita said as she peered into the next room.

“Careful,” I cautioned as we entered the next room.

The room was shaped like an octagon with a taller ceiling than the other rooms. In each section of the octagon was a stone sarcophagus. All of them were lidless, save the one across the room from us.

“Check to make sure the open ones are empty,” I cautioned as we walked further into the room.

The first five were empty. Before we could check the rest, we froze as we heard a scraping sound. The lid on the farthest sarcophagus began to slide to the side.

“This should be interesting,” Harvald said.

“Now you know how we felt when you surprised us in the temple,” Nikita said.

“I hope it’s not a lich,” Harvald grumbled.

I could see a ghoulish hand rising from the stone coffin and grasping the side of the lid as it pushed it to the side. I leaned down and sat my torch on the floor of the room.

“Quick! Let’s attack before he can get out!” I yelled as I charged forward.

The others hesitated for a moment, surprised by my action. Then Harvald let out a yell and ran forward as well.

I reached the sarcophagus just as the barrow wight sat up. The ghoul was clad in black chainmail, and he was wearing a simple golden crown on his skeletal head. Grasping Hawkblade with both hands, I swung it over my head and brought it down in a vicious blow towards the creature's head.

Moving faster than the other wights had, it lifted up a sword and caught my blade. The thing smiled at me and then pushed my sword back. I staggered backwards, surprised by the strength of the thing.

The wight grasped the edge of the sarcophagus with its free hand and tried to stand up. Before it could, Harvald reached it and unleashed a flurry of attacks with his axe. The monster sat back down, but incredibly was able to parry the dwarf's blows.

As Harvald paused to catch his breath, the wight lashed out with its sword. Harvald caught the blow on his new shield, but the force caused him to take a few steps backwards.

I launched another attack before the creature could try getting out of the coffin again. This wight king or whatever he was, was bigger than the ones we had fought earlier. He was stronger and faster.

“Be careful!” Nikita cautioned as she and Kazumi ran around the sarcophagus so they could attack the monster from behind.

Vines snaked from Kazumi’s staff and wrapped around the wight’s head, temporarily blinding it. The creature began to thrash about, swinging its sword in wide arcs as it clawed at the vines with its other hand.

I waited for its sword to swing past and then I leapt in and swung a blow at the monster’s head. I missed its neck, my blade clipping its forehead instead. Hawkblade bit into the creature’s skull sending a piece of it flying along with the golden crown.

The crown landed on the stone floor, spinning around in ever faster circles, like a spun coin does before it becomes still.

The wight ripped the vines from its face and swung its blade towards me in a wicked backhanded blow. I parried, but the force caused me to stagger back. Harvald took the opportunity presented by the wight’s focus on me by rushing forward and smashing his axeblade into the creature’s head.

The axe bit deep, splitting the monster’s head open. Instead of collapsing, the monster swung its blade back towards Harvald. The surprised dwarf tried to parry, but they were in too close proximity to each other. The wights arm and the cross guards of its sword slammed into Harvald’s side, sending him flying backwards.

I rushed forward as the wight tried to rise again, its mangled head turning to grin gruesomely at me. Suddenly, its head went flying as Nikita’s sword sliced through the monster’s neck. The head flew past me, narrowly missing my face.

The monster’s body collapsed back into the sarcophagus as its head landed on the floor behind me. The crown spun furiously and then was still as it lay flat on the stone floor.

“What was that thing?” I asked as I scanned the room for any other dangers.

“I don’t know,” Nikita said with a frown as she peeked into the stone coffin and poked at the body with her sword.

I looked towards Harvald, but the dwarf just shook his head.

I glanced at the thing’s body. The wight must have been almost seven feet tall.

“He must have been some kind of king during his lifetime,” Kazumi said as she picked up the crown and examined it.

“He was strong,” I remarked.

“He was as bad as the lich we fought on Edmund’s Isle,” Harvald said as he walked over and kicked the severed head, sending it smashing into the wall.

“Maybe he was just a naturally tall and strong specimen when he was alive. And that strength came with him into his next life,” Kazumi guessed.

“There’s a small chest in his sarcophagus,” Nikita said excitedly.

“Don’t touch it, yet. We need to check for traps,” the elf cautioned.

“I wonder if there are any secret rooms? We found one behind the lich’s throne,” the dwarf said.

“What about this?” Nikita said as she pointed to an archway.

The archway had been bricked off. Harvald tapped the brick wall with the back of his waraxe. A dull noise answered his taps.

“Sounds solid behind here. I would wager this was the tunnel that led here from the outside. They laid the king and his warriors to rest here, and then sealed off the entrance. They probably filled up the tunnel behind them,” the dwarf speculated.

The swords that the dead warriors bore were of a strange design. The leather armor they wore was also unique.

“If I don’t miss my guess, these are a type of bronze alloy swords. People stopped making weapons out of this a long, long time ago,” Harvald said.

“Are you sure,” I asked.

“Aye. My mother was a blacksmith. She taught me a thing or two about metal,” the dwarf said with a nod.

“This must be some long-forgotten tomb,” Nikita said.

We went to look at the chest Nikita had found. Inside the stone coffin, where the old king’s head had lain, was a small metal chest.

“Watch for traps!” I cautioned.

We carefully examined the metal box, poking and prodding it until we were sure it was safe. I reached down and picked the chest up. It weighed a few pounds, and I could hear the sound of metal on metal from the inside as the contents shifted.

I sat the chest on the floor and slowly opened the lid. The chest was filled with gold coins. I could see a few red and blue gems interspaced with the coins.

Nikita picked up one of the coins and looked at it strangely.

“I’ve never seen a coin like this,” she said.

“I’ve seen some foreign coins, but that’s not what they looked like,” Harvald added as he picked up another coin.

“Gold is gold. We will have to check the weights. These coins seem a little larger than typical,” the elf said.

“Let’s see what else we can find. Maybe the wights have some coin on them,” I said.

None of the bodies had anything of value. Their armor was old, and half rotted. Harvald said their swords would fetch little. The crown of the king was the only other item of value.

“Nikita, go ahead and put the chest and the crown in storage. Then we can report back to Baron Franks that his mine is safe again,” I said.

The foreman and the guard were relieved to see us approaching from the tunnel.

“I have to verify the tunnel is safe,” the guard said.

We headed back down and showed them the dead bodies and the cleared tomb. The guard nodded.

An hour later we were in the baron’s keep. The baron was meeting with a couple of farmers in the same room we had met with him the day before.

The baron looked up with surprise when he saw us in the door. He waved for us to come closer.

“Back already? Did you have to retreat?” the Baron asked with a frown.

I just gave him a grin.

The guard who had been with us at the mine stepped forward and saluted his lord.

“Sire, the adventurers have cleared the mine. There were twelve wights. All are dead. Again,” the guard said.

The baron nodded and then motioned to his assistant. The man disappeared and a few minutes later he returned with a small wooden chest which he sat on the table in front of the baron.

The baron motioned us closer. He lifted the lid. The chest was filled with gold coins.

“500 coins as was promised,” the baron said.

The baron closed the lid and pushed the chest towards me.

I thanked the baron and picked up the chest. The guard escorted us out and we headed back to the Inn.

We counted the coins the baron had given us when we returned to my room. I was glad to see there were 500 coins in the box.

“The high and mighty like to shortchange the lesser folks sometimes,” Harvald said, as if he had read my thoughts.

“We might as well eat some lunch downstairs and then get on the road to Fairmarket. There is no reason to stay in Oldwald any longer,” I said.

“We paid for the room already for tonight,” Kazumi replied with a frown.

“True, but the sooner we leave for Fairmarket, the sooner we will get there,” I replied.

“Yes, I am anxious to get going,” Nikita said.

A short time later we were on the north road again. This time we continued past the side road that led to the mine. As night fell, we found a suitable area and made camp. We divided up the watch shifts and got some rest.


Chapter Thirty-Two


The journey to Fairmarket was relatively uneventful. We were attacked by wolves once, but we dispatched them quickly. Once we saw a large shape shambling through the woods as evening fell, but whatever it was, it headed away from us deeper into the woods. I noticed that Nikita seemed tense and introspective.

After the six days of travel, we reached a watch tower that marked the territory as belonging to Fairmarket. The banner was white with a red checkered pattern. Guards wearing checkered tabards over their armor stopped us. They asked if we had come from Oldwald and if we had had any trouble on the road.

It took us another day to reach Fairmarket. Around mid-morning, we crested a small hill and saw the city ahead of us. Fairmarket was easily twice the size of Hochwald or Deerbeck.

A tall, stone wall, painted white, encircled the city. Round towers topped with red and white pennants anchored sections of the walls. On a hill inside the city, I could see a large keep or castle rising over the other buildings.

To the east of the city, I could see a lake shimmering in the sunlight. There was a small island rising in the middle of the water. Long necked swans glided gracefully on the water.

A number of tents were set up in a large field near the lake. To the west of the city, farms dotted the countryside.

The road took us past the field with the tents as we approached the city’s south gate. Brightly colored wagons were parked around the tents, forming a makeshift wall. A path led from our road towards an opening in the wagon wall. Guards dressed in brightly colored tunics sporting blue, green and gold vertical stripes stood by the opening.

The city gate was open, and people passed through unhindered by the guards in red and white tunics. I asked one of the guards about the tents and wagons.

“It’s the Gypsy Elves’ Traveling Carnival,” she explained.

“A carnival!” Kazumi said excitedly.

The guard smiled at Kazumi’s animated reaction.

“Aye. They only arrived the day before yesterday. They will be here for eight days,” the guard added.

“I haven’t been to a carnival since I was a child. We must stop there before moving on!” Kazumi said eagerly as we passed through the gates of the city.

“We can’t afford to waste time here!” Nikita complained.

“Why don’t we go tonight? We need to get supplies for the trip to Breakhold so we won’t be setting out until tomorrow at the earliest,” I said.

Nikita reluctantly nodded.

Fairmarket was a bustling and prosperous city. The people I saw on the streets were dressed well and looked well fed. The streets were clean, and the buildings well maintained.

The heart of Fairmarket was a sprawling marketplace that seemed to stretch on forever. Stalls were piled high with fruits and vegetables, meats, pastries and breads. Other vendors were hawking clothes and shoes. There were merchants selling cloth, wool or leather. One section featured food vendors selling kebabs, sausages, meat pies, sweets and beverages.

The market spread out from the central plaza of the city on three sides. On the other side of the plaza were a couple of buildings. The largest had a sign that said, “Fairmarket Customs House”.

The plaza was busy with pedestrians and mule drawn carts laden with goods. The air buzzed with the noise of conversation and merchants hawking their wares.

“This is the largest marketplace in this region of Nemet. Humans, elves, orcs and dwarves all have craftsmen here,” Nikita said.

“What’s a customs house?” I asked as I looked at the building on the other side of the plaza.

“It's where the local officials collect duties on goods entering and leaving the territory. We had one on Edmund’s Isle, near the port,” Harvald explained.

Just beyond the customs house, I could see the city’s castle. Like the city walls, the castle was painted white. Red and white banners flew from its pointy roofed towers.

We found lodging in a modest inn not far from the market. It was called The Brown Birch Inn, and its owner was a pleasant elven woman with short grey hair. We deposited our packs in our rooms and then headed back to the market for lunch and some exploration.

After eating some meat pies, we wandered amongst the stalls near the food vendors. Merchants here were selling fruits and vegetables. Others had baskets filled with nuts and dried fruits from faraway lands. An orc was selling fresh fish caught from the nearby lake.

“Let’s see what is on the other side of the plaza,” Kazumi said.

As we began walking across the crowded plaza, we heard a murmuring from the crowd. I turned to look and saw a woman in brightly colored robes walking towards the castle. She was surrounded by four of the gaily colored guards from the carnival.

People were stopping what they were doing to watch her walk by. I didn’t blame them. The woman was strikingly beautiful. She had long golden-brown hair and brilliant green eyes set in a triangular face. Small, pointed ears marked her elven heritage. She was tall and moved with effortless grace. I couldn't take my eyes off her.

As she passed near us, her eyes met mine. A look of surprise briefly passed across her face. She paused and whispered something to one of her guards.

The guard nodded and walked over to me. The guard was a young woman with brown eyes and pointy ears like an elf. But her ears were not as large as Kazumi’s. Her ears were barely bigger than Nikita’s, yet they still came to a point.

“Good sir, the Gypsy Queen would like to have a moment of your time,” the guard said with a small bow.

I looked at Kazumi and Nikita who were standing to my right. They just shrugged with puzzled looks on their faces. I nodded and then followed the guard to the regal looking woman.

The woman gave me a slight bow of her head.

“Quester. I cannot speak now. I am on my way to meet with King Harold,” she said softly as she reached into a pocket of her robe.

She pulled out a silver token and handed it to me.

“Show this token at the entrance to the carnival tonight. The guards will not charge you and your friends admittance. Tell them Queen Amarilla wishes to speak to you,” she added, her eyes intently staring into mine. Her ears were small and pointed like the guard’s.

I nodded and the Queen and her guards continued walking towards the castle. I noticed the people in the crowd near me were staring at me and whispering. I walked back over to my friends.

“What was that about?” Nikita asked.

“She gave us free admittance to the carnival tonight,” I said as I showed them the silver token.

The token looked like a large coin with a hole punched out of the middle. Strange symbols were carved on it.

“Why did she single you out?” Nikita asked.

“She called me Quester,” I explained.

“Another quest!” Kazumi said enthusiastically.

Nikita frowned and then said, “As long as it doesn’t take us too far out of our way.”

“It could be another opportunity to level up. Maybe buy even better gear,” Harvald said with a shrug.

“What kind of elves are they?” I asked Kazumi as they took turns looking at the token.

“The Gypsy Elves are mostly half elves. Mostly from years of elves and humans intermarrying. Though sometimes a parent might be an orc or a dwarf,” Kazumi explained.

“I’ve never been to a carnival. They never made their way to Edmund’s Isle,” Harvald said as he handed me the token back.

“We were going to come to the carnival here once when I was a child. But my mother caught a fever, and we never made the trip,” Nikita said.

“I have only been that one time as a child. This is exciting! I can’t wait till tonight,” Kazumi said, her blues flashing with excitement.

We walked across to another area of the market. Harvald wanted to look at some axes that were on display. I asked the merchant what time the carnival started.

“Why tonight’s first night! The carnival officially opens half an hour after sunset. Then beginning tomorrow, the carnival opens just before noon and runs till late in the evening. The carnival closes next week and then moves on to the next city,” the dwarven merchant explained.

“What do they have at the carnival?” I asked.

“Exotic creatures and strange and wonderful performances. Music and dancing. Children's games and sweets. My favorite is the exotic food from faraway places,” the dwarf said with a laugh as he patted his belly.

We wandered around the market for a time and then explored some of the streets near the market. They were filled with shops selling all manner of things.

“Oh look! I want to go in there!” Kazumi said enthusiastically.

The shop she pointed to had a sign that said “Fairmarket Magic Tomes and Staves, New and Used”.

“What’s a stave?” I asked as we crossed the street.

“An old word for staff, same as tome is an old word for book,” Kazumi explained.

As she opened the aged wooden door, a silver bell tinkled, announcing our arrival. The shop smelled of old parchment and aged leather. Worn shelves, lined with books, filled the store. The old floorboards creaked underfoot as we made our way to the counter.

An older woman wearing a long black robe was speaking to an orc man standing behind the counter. He was wearing a dark green robe, and he had a tightly cropped grey beard.

Behind the counter, a collection of magic staffs was proudly displayed. The staves were made from a variety of materials. Some were polished oak and one was made of darkly gleaming ebony. A couple of them looked like they were made from the gnarled roots of ancient trees.

Some of the staffs were carved with intricate designs and runes while others were plain. A few had gems attached to them like Kazumi’s and others were tipped with metal.

“No, Mabel, I still do not have a book of Pain Ease. I still think your best bet would be to travel to Frosthelm. The mages at the academy study the healer’s arts. I’m sure they could sell you the spell book or teach you the spell for a fee,” the orc was saying patiently to the woman.

“Pfffft! Bernard, you know I am too old to travel to Frosthelm. I keep hoping you will come across a spellbook with that spell or something similar to it,” the woman said as she waved a hand angrily.

“I understand, Mabel. Neither of us are getting any younger,” the orc said with a sigh.

“I will check again next week, same as always,” she said as she turned to leave.

“As always, I hope that I have a copy for you next week. Don’t forget to check with the carnival vendors, sometimes they have spellbooks amongst their wares,” the orc said.

The woman left and the proprietor turned his attention to Kazumi who had been waiting patiently off to the side of the counter.

“How can I help you, young lady?” the old orc said with a smile that showed one of his long canines had the tip broken off.

“I wanted to see if you had any level 3 spellbooks here?” Kazumi asked.

“Level three! Have you recently leveled up?” the orc asked with a surprised smile.

“I am getting close! I wanted to see what you have available,” Kazumi said.

“Ah, yes, the exuberance of youth! One moment, let me see what I have in stock,” the orc nodded and pulled up a notebook.

“Ah, here, it is. Level three. I don’t have much in stock at the moment. I have two spell books of Water Breathing, one of Dispel Illusion and a book of Malodorous Cloud,” he said as he looked up apologetically.

“Those are some interesting spells. Let me think about it,” Kazumi replied.

“Feel free to check in again. Every few weeks I usually get a few new books in. Though no guarantee that the spell books I have now will still be available when you come back, Fairmarket is a busy city!” the orc said with a smile.

“I will keep that in mind,” the elf replied.

“I am open every day except Threeday,” the orc said as he closed his ledger.

As the orc placed his notebook back under the counter, he noticed me standing with Nikita and Harvald. His mouth dropped open in surprise.

“Quester!” the old mage said excitedly.

I was surprised as well. I hadn’t expected two different people to recognize me as a quester in the same few hours.

“I can’t believe the gods answered my prayers so quickly!” the orc magician said.

“I assume you have a quest to offer me,” I said with a wry grin.

“Indeed, indeed, young man,” the mage said as he looked at my friends.

“Are they a part of your team?” he asked.

“Yes, we are together,” I replied.

The orc looked around the shop to make sure there were no other customers inside.

“Give me a moment to lock the door for now,” he said as he waved his hand towards the door. His hand glowed for a moment and then I could hear the door latch click shut.

“There, we don’t have to worry about interruptions,” he said with a smile.

“That’s an impressive skill,” I said.

“Bhah. Barely above a simple parlor trick,” the orc said as he waved his hand dismissively.

“What kind of quest do you have for Val?” Nikita asked as she walked over to the counter, a frown on her face again.

Nikita really did stress too much, I thought. Hopefully, we would soon get rid of Baron Skeg, and she could finally relax.

The orc ignored her and looked at me.

“Quester, I am Bernard, a mage. I would ask you to travel to Robert’s Island in the middle of the lake. I need you to explore the ruined tower there. I believe there are one or more Arcane Tomes there. If they are there, I want you to retrieve them for me,” the orc mage said.

“But you’re a wizard. Why don’t you go get them yourself?” I asked.

“Ahh, my adventuring days are long over. Years ago, my party was exploring the Fellspawn Ruins. We didn’t realize bandits had decided to use the old keep as a base. I took an arrow to the knee. Our healer was killed in the surprise attack. By the time I could get my wound looked at, it was already too late. The damage had been done,” the orc said with a forlorn look on his face.

The mage stood up and walked around the counter. He had a noticeable limp.

“My wound slows me down too much. I can’t climb. I would be an easy target,” the orc said as he limped back around the counter.

“How long have you had this shop?” I asked.

“The tome & staff? Almost twenty years?” Bernard answered with a puzzled look.

“Twenty years? And you have not been able to get those books from the nearby lake?” I asked.

“Ahh, I see why you asked that question. I only recently found out about the books. I purchased some old magic books that someone had found in the attic of a house that they had purchased. In among the books was an old notebook. I believe it belonged to one of old Robert’s apprentices,” the orc explained.

“What did the notebook say?” Kazumi asked curiously.

“The apprentice studied with Robert at his tower in the lake. The apprentice wasn’t there when some calamity befell Robert. It seems that the apprentice was here in town buying supplies. People reported an explosion at the wizard's tower. The stories say that the tower burned with an eerie green flame for three days and three nights before the flames suddenly went out,” the orc paused.

“What happened to the apprentice?” Harvald asked.

“From his notes, the apprentice became too scared to continue his studies. He gave up magic and became priest in the temple of Nafar here in Fairmarket,” the orc said.

“I believe his grandson is the one that sold the family house to the person who sold me the books,” the orc added.

“Why haven’t you paid anyone else to go check the tower?” I asked.

“All the locals are afraid of the island. Everyone thinks it's haunted. They say that eerie lights can be seen on nights when there is no moon. I haven’t been able to find anyone brave enough to go,” the orc said with a shrug.

“So, you prayed for a quester?” Nikita said it as a statement rather than a question.

“Yes, a few weeks ago, I began praying for the gods to send me a brave quester to search the tower for me. I expected to wait months if not years to have my prayers answered, for they say the gods move at their own pace and it is the pace of eternity,” the mage said with a hint of wonder in his voice.

I thought about the mage’s quest. If we were lucky, the island would be deserted, and the worst case was that we would have to dig through some rubble to find the basement of the ruined tower. The worst case? Well, I guessed that maybe the tower was haunted, and we would have to battle evil spirits.

“Will you accept my quest, quester?” the orc asked hopefully.

“What do you think?” I asked as I looked around at the team.

Nikita had a frown on her face, but she just shrugged her shoulders and didn’t say anything.

“A chance for a reward sounds good to me. We don’t have to travel far because we can see the tower from the shore,” Harvald said.

“I have a feeling that the gods only offer you a quest if they feel you can accomplish it successfully,” Kazumi said.

I nodded.

“I accept your quest wizard,” I said.

The orc let out a sigh of relief. He shook my hand and thanked me profusely.

“How do we get to the tower?” I asked.

I will rent a small boat for us. Meet me here in the morning the day after tomorrow. That will give me time to arrange a boat. Even though I don’t think the tower is haunted, I think it's better if I take you there during daylight hours,” the orc said.

“It's settled then. We will meet you in a couple of days,” I said.

We headed back to rest before visiting the carnival later.


Chapter Thirty-Three


About an hour after the sun went down, we walked out of the city to where the carnival was being held. Wooden stakes tied together with colorful ribbons formed a walkway for people to approach the carnival’s entrance. There were a few dozen folks in front of us waiting to get in.

The line moved forward in little bursts. As we neared the front of the line, I saw that a couple of the gypsy guards were letting a handful of people move forward at a time. The carnival goers would move forward a few yards and then step onto a little bridge. The bridge was mainly for show as it didn’t cross over anything but the flat ground of the field.

A tall man wearing some kind of mask stood at the entrance to the bridge. He stopped the visitors and talked to them for a few moments before waving them to pass over to the other side.

It was finally our turn, and we approached the masked man. He was wearing a large mask over his head that looked like some kind of monster’s head. He was wearing a hair covered suit that made him look like some kind of long-haired bear. He was wearing platform boots that added 6 or 8 inches to his height, allowing him to loom over us.

“Halt! Whomsoever wishes to pass the bridge must first pay the troll’s toll!” he said to us as he held out a hand to bar our way.

I reached into my pocket to pull out the strange coin that Queen Amarilla had given me. Kazumi placed her hand on mine, stopping me. She gave me wink and shook her head.

“We are but poor travelers. What is your toll, oh mighty troll?” Kazumi asked as she turned towards the costumed man.

“Gold and silver, I care not. Nor flesh nor souls will pay my toll. To pass this night to the beyond’s delight, answer my riddle... and I will let you through without a fight!” The troll actor said with a laugh.

“Dwarven friend, what can you never eat for breakfast?” the troll asked as he turned to Harvald.

“Why, lunch and dinner!” Harvald answered as he patted his belly.

“Correct! Human... what comes down but never goes up?” he quizzed Nikita next.

Nikita thought for a moment. Then she smiled.

“Rain!” she answered. It was good to see her smile.

“Correct! Elf... what goes up and down but never moves?” the troll focused on Kazumi next.

“Stairs!” Kazumi answered gleefully.

“Correct! Human... what must be broken before you can use it?” the troll asked as he turned towards me.

I frowned as I considered the riddle. Why would something need to be broken before it could be used.

The girls and Harvald looked at me expectantly as they waited for my answer. They were all nodding their heads. I had the feeling that the answer was something obvious... but I couldn’t figure it out!

Harvald began flapping his arms like a bird. I just frowned at him. What did a broken bird have to do with the answer.

Kazumi laughed and then pulled her hands close to her body as she stuck her elbows out. She began flapping her elbows and making strange clucking noises. Like a chicken. A chicken!

“An egg!” I said to the troll.

“Correct! You may pass,” he said and waved us through.

We walked across the little wooden bridge. More of the ribboned path guided us towards a nearby booth.

“You had me worried there for a moment!” Harvald exclaimed as we neared the booth.

“Those were simple children’s riddles! Everyone knows them!” Nikita added as she shook her head at me.

“I never said I was a riddle master,” I answered with a little laugh.

“You probably can’t remember those things either,” Kazumi said as she patted me on my shoulder.

There were two gypsy girls standing in the booth. A couple of the guards were lounging nearby.

“Four adults, all together or separate?” one of them asked.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the strange coin and handed it to one of the half elven girls.

“Queen Amarilla said to show this for entrance into the carnival,” I said to her.

The gypsy girl looked at the coin and nodded. Then she leaned out of the booth and called to one of the guards.

“Jasper! Could you escort these people to the Queen’s tent. They have one of the Queen’s tokens?” she yelled and then handed the coin back to me.

“Jasper will take you to the Queen’s tent. Show the coin to the guards there,” she explained.

One of the guards walked over and had us follow him into the carnival. The little streets between the tents and booths were teeming with people.

Every so often we passed raised platforms that had street performers on them. We passed sword swallowers and fire breathers shooting jets of flames from their mouths. Other platforms showcased musicians or jugglers.

I saw an elf dressed up like a fanciful princess accompanied by a knight in shining silver armor stopping to greet and chat with the children of carnival goers.

The tents had signs over the entrances and the booths had banners strung across their counters. I saw one tent that said palm reader and another tent said magic potions. One booth had a sign that said fortune teller and another booth's sign advertised magic charms for sale.

Jasper led us deeper into the carnival. We passed food vendors and an area with animal pens. There was a booth selling charm bracelets and another one had magic talismans.

There were other vendors selling jewelry or clothing. One booth had knives and daggers wrought with fanciful designs and ornate carvings.

Jasper led us to a large tent near the back of the carnival. The white tent was colorfully striped and blue pennants emblazoned with silver crowns fluttered in the evening breeze above the tent.

“Show the Queen’s token to the guards,” Jasper said as he led us to the tent’s entrance. There were four gypsy guards stationed by the opening in the tent.

I pulled out the token and handed it to the nearest guard. He nodded and then headed inside the tent. Jasper gave us a little bow and then walked back down the street we had arrived from.

A few minutes later, the guard returned with another guard. It was the guard who had approached me this afternoon in the plaza. She gave me a smile.

“Ah, yes, the Quester. Follow me,” she said and turned towards the tent’s entrance walking back inside.

I walked after her, followed by my friends. Two of the guards sprang forward to halt them.

“Only the Quester is permitted inside,” the guard informed them.

I saw a worried look on Kazumi’s face. Nikita seemed angry while Harvald crossed his arms across his broad chest.

“It’s all right. I can take care of myself,” I said with a smile.

“Fear not, no harm will come to your friend during carnival,” the guard said reassuringly.

As I walked into the tent, I wondered at the strange way the half elf had phrased his statement. Was there a possibility of harm to me if it wasn’t carnival?

The gypsy guard was waiting for me just inside the tent. Once I caught up to her, she led me down a hallway made from draped fabrics. We passed openings in the “walls” through which I could see that more of the draped cloths had been used to separate the space into rooms.

The guard led me to a large room at the end of the hallway. Wooden screens were interspaced with the draped cloths, giving the room a more substantial feel. The floor was covered in richly colored carpets and plush pillows were strewn about the room. The occupants were using the pillows to sit upon.

The room was lit by an array of candles placed in ornate holders and lanterns. The softly flickering lights cast dancing shadows on the walls, adding an air of mystery to the mysterious space.

The wooden screens were decorated with strange ornaments, mirrors and paintings that had an air of great age to them. An incense burner filled the room with an exotic scent that mixed with the smell of performed oils.

In the center of the room was a low circular table made of intricately carved wood. On the table were a few goblets, a deck of cards and a large crystal ball resting on an intricately carved silver holder. The crystal ball was filled with colorful mist that gently glowed as it slowly swirled in mesmerizing patterns.

Queen Amarilla was seated on an ornate cushion at the far end of the low table. A half elven man was seated to her left and a young, half elven woman was standing to her right. She was flanked by two guards.

“The Quester, my Queen,” the guard said as she stopped a few feet from the table and bowed.

“Quester, so good of you to come,” the Queen said as she nodded towards me.

I was not sure of the proper etiquette, so I nodded my head to her in the same way she had done.

“Leave us,” the Queen said to her companion and guards.

“But my Queen, is it wise to leave you alone with a stranger?” the man on her left said in alarm.

“It has been foretold, the Quester will not harm me,” the Queen said.

The man nodded his head and stood up. A moment later I was alone with the queen and the young woman. The queen indicated the pillow to her right.

“Please Quester, be seated,” the Queen said.

I sat down cross-legged on the pillow as I had seen the others do.

“Brook, bring a cup of wine for the Quester,” the queen said to the girl.

The girl curtsied and hurried to a nearby cabinet. She brought a silver chalice and a silver pitcher. She sat the cup down in front of me and filled it with a red wine from the pitcher. Her dark eyes met mine and she blushed prettily.

The young woman was very beautiful with long, jet black hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore an outfit of diaphanous yellow silk which did little to hide her lithe form.

Brook added some of the wine to the queen’s cup and then moved to stand back a few paces.

“Brook is very beautiful, is she not?” the Queen said.

“Almost as beautiful as the Queen,” I replied.

The Queen had been lifting her cup to her mouth to take a sip. She paused in mid motion at my comment. Her eyes met mine for a moment and then she laughed.

“Smartly said, Quester, smartly said,” Queen Amarilla said and then took a long sip from her wine.

I lifted the cup to my lips. The wine was cool and sweet to the taste. Delicious and probably very expensive. I waited for the Queen to speak.

“What is your name Quester?” the Queen asked.

I was about to simply say Val, but then I had a feeling that would not suffice with the Gypsy Queen.

“Valerian Hawkblade,” I said.

“An auspicious name,” the Queen said.

“I don’t use it often. Most know me simply as Val,” I explained.

The Queen nodded.

“A name like Valerian Hawkblade is difficult to forget,” she agreed as she set her cup back down on the table.

“I assume that you did not wish to meet with me just because you wanted to know my name,” I said as I looked into her eyes. They were deep and mysterious.

The queen tried to hide a smile.

“Are you in such a hurry to leave my presence? The two women who are your companions are very pretty. Perhaps you are eager to join them again?” the queen said.

I waited patiently.

“The blonde elf would surely want to have children with such a strong handsome man as yourself. Think of how beautiful your half-elven children would be,” the queen said with a mischievous smile.

I took a sip from my cup again. My eyes didn’t leave her eyes.

“You are a mysterious one, aren’t you Valerian?” the Queen said.

I shrugged.

“Brook, leave us,” the Queen said.

I watched Brook leave. She was beautiful.

“Since you do not wish to indulge me in idle conversation, let’s get down to business, shall we,” the queen said as she raised a delicate eyebrow towards me.

“What is the quest you have to offer?” I asked.

“I wish for you to find the Censer of Tivetta. Find it, buy it, steal it, win it in battle, it matters not. I wish you to get your hands on it and bring it to me,” the Queen said as she looked at me for a reaction.

“What is the Censer of Tivetta?” I asked.

“An incense burner. I have never seen it, but it should be similar to one of the incense burners you see in here. Like that one,” she said as she pointed to one.

Hanging from a nearby metal stand, was a metal sphere. It looked as if it was made of two halves with a rim around the middle. Delicate chains were attached to the rim which passed through the top of the rim and then up to the handle of the metal stand. The chains were draped over the stand’s handle. Slender tendrils of smoke rose from holes in the top half of the sphere.

“Why do you want that particular censer?” I asked curiously.

“Because it is no ordinary censer,” the queen replied.

“What makes it special?” I asked.

“It is a magic censer. Its name is the Censer of Tivetta, because it is sacred to the goddess Tivetta,” the queen replied.

“What does it do? Is it a weapon?” I asked.

The queen blinked in surprise for a moment before letting out a little laugh. Her eyes sparkled prettily.

“No. The censer is not a weapon. As I said, it is sacred to Tivetta. Its main use is for ceremonies. With it, one asks Tivetta to bless their endeavors,” she said.

“What kind of endeavors?” I asked.

“Tivetta is the patron goddess of things like the hunt or the harvest, commerce, fertility, trade. Things that a people need to flourish,” the Queen said after a moment of thinking.

“Your people seem to be thriving,” I said.

“My people survive. Travelling from town to town and city to city is difficult and dangerous. I hope that with the censer, my people can flourish and multiply. I can ease their burden somewhat,” she said with a faraway look in her eyes.

“Where can I find this censer?” I asked.

“Alas, I do not know, exactly. Its last known whereabouts was the city of Grov. One of the cities of Malabar. The city was sacked during the war of the Tupoli succession. The temple of Tivetta was looted and many treasures were taken, including the censer,” Queen Amarilla said.

“A few days later, the city was retaken by Plajian forces. But many of the Arrapan soldiers escaped, taking much of the loot with them,” she added.

“How long ago was this?” I asked.

Queen Amarilla looked at me with a puzzled look.

“You never learned of the famous war of the Tupoli succession?” she asked with a frown.

“Perhaps I slept through that lesson,” I said with a wink. I didn’t want to tell her that I had no memory of anything over a few weeks ago.

“The war was almost two hundred years ago. I doubt many know about the censer. My guess would be to look in the city of Arrapa. It was probably taken there as spoils from the war. The censor is ornate with many small gems. It is possible that the people who took it may not have realized that it was magical, but only that it looked valuable,” she said.

“How do you know about the censer if it was lost 200 years ago?” I asked.

The Queen had a pensive look on her face. She looked at the crystal ball.

“I have prayed for help for my people for a long, long time. Finally, a vision of the censer was shown to me. I hope that it will be the answer to my prayers,” she said softly.

I could see that this meant a lot to her. Hopefully this would not be a wild goose chase.

“How soon do you need the Censer?” I asked.

“How soon? I have no set date. I know that it may take you a long time to find it,” the Queen replied.

“I have some other commitments that I must finish before I can travel to Arrapa,” I said as I wondered how far away that city was.

“I understand,” she said with a nod.

“How will I find you once I recover the censer?” I asked as I realized that the carnival was always travelling.

“I too, have thought about this. Every year, we are in Karnhold for the midsummer celebrations. And every midwinter we are in Thornhelm for the festival of falling stars,” she explained.

I had no idea where those places were, but I was sure my friends would have some idea about getting to them. I assumed that the rewards we would receive for completing a potentially dangerous quest like this would be great.

“Very well, as long as you understand that your quest will not be completed quickly, I accept,” I said.

“I knew you would,” she said with a mysterious smile.

“How did you know?” I asked.

Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight.

“It was foretold in my vision,” she said.

Interesting, I thought. Nikita's vision had led her to the temple in Kidochu, where she had found me. The Queen's vision brought me to her. I had a feeling that my life was being manipulated by forces outside of my control.

There was not much that I could do about that at the moment. I would have to keep leveling up so I could get stronger. I would also need a strong team around me. I wanted control of my own destiny.

"You have quite the determined look in your eyes, Valerian Hawkblade. I am pleased that you are taking my quest so seriously," the Queen said, misinterpreting my thoughts.

"You will have your Censer," I replied.

Queen Amarilla smiled and nodded her head. Then she clapped her hands together twice and Brook quickly appeared.

“Brook, bring Fernden here,” she said.

“Yes, my Queen,” Brook gave her a little bow and hurried out of the front of the tent room.

A few moments later the half elven man who had been in the room earlier returned.

“Escort the Quester back to his friends,” the Queen said to him.

I stood up and gave the Queen a little bow.

“Until we meet again, Quester,” the Queen said and nodded her head.

Brook was staring at me. I gave her a little bow. She blushed and returned the bow.

Fernden escorted me back out of the Queen’s tent. My friends were waiting for me where I had left them.

“Well?” Kazumi asked with a curious look.

“We have another quest,” I replied with a smile.


Chapter Thirty-Four


“But we need to get to Breakhold! And we already took on the mage’s quest!” Nikita said worriedly.

“I told the Gypsy Queen that I had other business that I had to take care of first before I could work on her quest. She understands. She knows her quest might take some time,” I explained.

“What kind of quest is it?” Harvald asked.

“The Queen wants me to retrieve a magic item,” I said.

“Where is the item located?” Kazumi asked.

“She doesn’t know,” I replied.

“She doesn’t know where it is? Then how are we supposed to find it?” Nikita said in surprise.

“The queen believes I will find a clue in the city of Arrapa,” I said.

“Arrapa! That’s quite the journey!” Nikita said in dismay.

“Do you have any plans for after we defeat Baron Skeg?” I asked.

Nikita blinked in surprise at my question.

“No... I have just been focused on avenging my uncle. I hadn’t thought about anything past that,” she said softly.

I reached out and laid my hand on her shoulder.

“You said that you wanted to be an adventurer like your parents. If you wish to come along, I have a feeling the Queen’s quest will be quite an adventure,” I said with a smile.

“Another quest with rewards and experience,” Nikita said with a nod.

“I look forward to seeing more of the world,” Harvald added.

“I love these quests! The bonuses I get are amazing!” Kazumi said with a grin.

Nikita glanced at her friend and frowned.

“Come on, let's explore more of the carnival,” I said.

“Aye, I am anxious to taste some of those pastries!” Harvald said with a laugh.

We headed off into the crowd. On one of the nearby platforms, a man was juggling flaming torches and we stopped to watch him for a few minutes before continuing.

I noticed Nikita and Kazumi tended to walk behind Harvald and I. They hung back and seemed to be involved in a deep conversation, pausing to enjoy a stand or entertainers when we found something interesting.

One of the tents had a banner outside that said, “Dragonfire Chili & Wings.” We headed inside for some dinner.

On the left side of the tent was an area where customers could order their chili or wings. In the center were wooden tables with bench seats. To the right were a couple of gypsy girls selling ale. I noticed quite a few of the customers were in line waiting for beverages.

Harvald and I ordered the chili. The girls ordered the wings. We sat down at an empty table.

“Kazumi and I will go buy some ales for us,” Nikita said as they sat down their wings and walked over to the line waiting for beer.

“A small taste won’t hurt while we wait for the ladies,” Harvald said as he dipped his wooden spoon into his bowl. He nodded his head in satisfaction as he tasted the chili.

“Mmmm. Very good,” the dwarf said and then he began to cough.

“Are you okay?” I asked in concern.

Harvald nodded and coughed a few more times.

“The heat sneaks up on you after you swallow it down. I should have waited until the girls came back with the beer!” Harvald replied once he stopped coughing.

I laughed and shook my head. I took a sniff of my bowl. It certainly smelled good. I took a small bite of the chili.

The chili was a mixture of ground meat and beans in a thick red broth. It was delicious, with a little bite of spice. I swallowed it down and waited. A moment later, I felt a surge of heat rise up in the back of my throat and wash over my tongue.

It was strangely pleasant even though it burned.

“Wow... I want more!” I said with a laugh.

“Exactly! But let's wait for the ales!” Harvald said with a smile.

The girls returned with tall mugs of cold ale.

“The beer was expensive,” Nikita said with a frown.

Harvald took a long swig from his mug and then let out a contented sigh.

“The food is spicy, and they know people will need to cool down with a cold drink,” I said.

“I like spicy!” Kazumi said as she took a bite of one of her wings. Nikita picked up one of her wings and took a bite.

Harvald and I watched patiently.

“It’s not that spicy,” Kazumi said as she swallowed her bite down.

“I’ve had hotter,” Nikita added.

A moment later, both their eyes grew large, and they grabbed their ales and took long drinks of the cool liquid.

Harvald and I laughed.

We dug into our chili. After a few moments the girls took another bite of their wings.

“It burns! But I want more!” Kazumi said with a confused look.

“I will fetch us another round,” the dwarf said as he drained his mug.

After we finished our meal, we wandered around the streets of the carnival. Our next stop was an area with rare creatures inside cages and pens.

There were a pair of white maned lions in the first cage, lazily watching the carnival goers who in turn were watching them. The next cage held a pair of two headed goats with short horns on all their heads. The goats ignored the crowd as they chewed hay from a pile in the center of their cage.

Just past the goats was a pen with a beautiful white horse with a large horn spiraling out of its forehead. It pranced around the pen with an ethereal grace. I noticed that it was wearing a slender collar made of golden links. A young gypsy girl was holding a long leash made of the same golden links that was attached to the horse’s collar.

“A unicorn! I never thought I would see one in person!” Kazumi said excitedly.

The chest high fence around the unicorn’s pen was crowded with people watching the beautiful animal. We waited patiently and soon a family moved on to the next display, opening a space for us at the fence.

Something about the beautiful creature put a smile on my face. It was a joy watching it move around. Every so often it would stop and sniff at the children who were watching the unicorn. Some reached out their hands and the unicorn would lick their palms, causing them to squeal in delight.

“He’s magnificent!” Nikita said.

Almost as if the unicorn heard her, he pranced over to where we were leaning against the fence, stopping in front of Nikita.

Kazumi held out her hand, but the unicorn ignored her, keeping his attention focused on Nikita.

“Hold out your hand!” Kazumi said to her.

Nikita held out her hand towards the creature. It sniffed at her palm for a moment. Then it stuck out its tongue and licked her palm for a moment. Nikita let out a startled laugh.

“It tickles!” she said.

The unicorn shook its head, causing its mane to flutter. Then it danced away, stopping to sniff at another group of children.

“That was fun,” Nikita said.

“It's a sign!” Kazumi said with a laugh.

“What kind of sign?” I asked curiously.

The girls looked at each other. Nikita blushed for a moment and then Kazumi wrapped her arm around Nikita’s and then walked towards the next cage. I just shook my head as Harvald and I walked after them.

The next cage contained a pair of large birds. They had large colorful beaks and they made strange clacking noises when they opened them.

The next cage was filled with butterflies. A fine metal mesh was strung between the bars of the cage to keep the butterflies from escaping. They were a myriad of colors and as they flew about, they left a trail of tiny sparkling lights.

The final cage contained a troop of monkeys. Their fur was bright orange, and their faces were a yellowish white. Wooden ladders, ropes, and raised platforms with little wooden houses gave the monkeys plenty of areas to play on. The crowd watched with amusement as the monkeys chased after each other.

“That one is quiet,” Nikita said as he pointed to a monkey near the top back of the cage. The monkey had looped his legs over the top bars of the cage, and he was hanging upside down. The other monkeys had brown eyes. The upside down one had bright blue eyes and I had the strangest sensation that he was staring at me.

“Let’s find those custard pies!” Harvald said, distracting me.

I turned back and the blue-eyed monkey was gone.

“Where did he go?” I asked.

“Harvald is heading that way, looking for the pies,” Nikita said as she pointed to her right.

“No- I meant the monkey,” I said.

“What monkey?” Nikita said as she looked towards the cage.

“The one that was hanging upside down,” I explained.

Nikita shrugged her shoulders.

“He’s probably hiding in one of those little houses,” she said and then turned to walk after Harvald and Kazumi who were heading back to the street between the tents and booths.

I frowned and gave a last glance towards the monkeys before following Nikita.

After the animals, we stopped at a booth selling little custard pies. They were sweet with a hint of vanilla. Harvald ate three of them.

“Amazing,” Harvald said as he licked his fingers.

“Look Kazumi, a bookseller,” I pointed to a tent with all manner of books on display.

“Ooooh! I want to see what they have, maybe I will get lucky!” Kazumi said as her blue eyes lit up with excitement.

We walked over to the bookseller. I noticed that Nikita was staring off into the distance, chewing her lip pensively.

“I’m not much for reading. The stall next door is selling knives. Grab me when you are finished here,” Harvald said and walked over to the knife merchant.

“What’s wrong, Nikita?” I asked as I went to stand next to her.

She jumped, startled by my question.

“Nothing! Nothing's wrong,” she said as she scowled at me and then walked into the bookseller’s tent.

I entered the tent. Nikita had walked over to where Kazumi was looking at some books. I watched them for a moment and then wandered over to one of the tables laden with books. I glanced at the titles. They seemed to be about history.

The first book that I picked up was titled, “A Brief History of the Tupoli Succession”. It was easily two inches thick. I chuckled and sat it back on the table.

I walked to the next table. The books here were cookbooks with titles like “Mythical Meals: Culinary Wonders from Legendary Places”, “Twenty Recipes for Ungerian Duck”, and “Dragonfire Dining: Bold and Fiery Recipes for Adventurous Cooks”. Another said, “Barbarian Chef: Recipes from the Frontier Tribes”, which I thought sounded interesting.

I walked to another table. The books here were tales of adventure with titles like “The Knight and the Dragon”, “The Pirate Princess”, “Mercenary of Empyrea”, and “The White Witch”.

The next table had a sign which said “How To...” on it. The books here were guides with names like “Mastering Magic”, “Gryff’s Guide to Griffin Riding” and “Exploring Avalar: The Definitive Guide with Maps”.

The girls walked over to where I was leafing through a book called “Casual Farming.” It seemed to be a guide for using magic to make farming easier.

“No luck,” I said as I looked over at them.

“No,” Kazumi shook her head, “They didn’t have anything I was looking for.”

I put the book back down on the table. We headed out and grabbed Harvald.

One section of the carnival had games of chance. One of the games was called “Unicorn Ring Toss.” Twenty-five carved wooden unicorn heads were arranged in a 5 by 5 pattern on a table. The goal was to toss fat wooden rings onto the brightly painted unicorn horns.

“Try your luck and win roses for the ladies!” a young gypsy man called out to me.

“Three tries for a coin!” he added.

I had a pretty high dexterity, so I was confident that I could beat the game. I handed the gypsy a coin and he handed me three rings. I tested the weight of the ring. It was fairly light. I tossed it towards the nearest unicorn horn.

The ring bounced off the side of the horn. I frowned and tossed the next ring. It sailed over the horn and bounced off the carved head behind it.

“You can do it, Val! Concentrate!” Kazumi cheered me on as Nikita and Harvald watched with amused smiles.

My last ring hit the tip of the horn and spun away. I frowned, surprised at how poorly I had done.

“Would you like to try again sir?” the gypsy asked with a wide grin.

I looked at the unicorn horns. Then I looked at the grinning gypsy.

“There wouldn’t be any magic involved in this game, would there?” I asked suspiciously.

“Oh, no, sir. There are only wards in place to negate any extra skill provided by people with a high dexterity. Every player’s dexterity is adjusted to 5 when they play,” he answered innocently.

Kazumi laughed.

“I wondered why you kept missing!” she said.

I pulled out another coin and handed it to the gypsy. I concentrated. My first throw looped onto the unicorn horn’s tip and spun around for a moment before flying off. I made a small adjustment and tossed the next one onto the horn. It spun around as it slid to the horn's base.

“You did it!” Kazumi clapped happily.

My next toss was almost perfect as the ring landed on top of the second ring on the horn.

“Well done sir!” the gypsy said as he handed me two roses.

I handed one to Kazumi. She stood on her tip toes and kissed my cheek.

Nikita’s eyes widened in surprise as I handed her the other rose. She accepted it with a blush and then hurriedly turned and walked towards the next stand. I tried to hide a smile.

We spent the next couple of hours wandering about until Harvald yawned. Kazumi also yawned.

“I’m getting tired,” the elf said with a smile.

“It’s not that late. And we don’t have any place to go tomorrow,” I said.

“True. But we need to take stock of our equipment to see what we will need for the following day’s trip to the island,” Nikita said.

I nodded. She did have a point.

“You're right. We also need to decide if we need to upgrade any of our equipment, in case we find trouble in the tower. Or we decide to wait until after we get our reward for completing the quest,” I added.

“Don’t count the coins until they are safely in your hand. What if we don’t find anything? Do we still get a reward,” Harvald cautioned.

“I must admit that I don’t have an answer to that,” I said and looked towards Kazumi.

The elf shrugged her shoulders.

“I don’t know either. I always assumed quests were given by the gods because they could be completed. Unless the quester is killed in the attempt. There are stories about questers dying during a quest,” Kazumi replied.

That was a sobering thought. I couldn’t let myself get too cocky simply because we had survived a few quests already. We made our way out of the carnival, with one small detour so Harvald could buy one more custard.

“What?” he said as he brushed the crumbs out of his beard. The three of us were smiling at him.

“Nothing,” I said with a laugh as we turned to find our way out.

When we reached the Brown Birch Inn, Harvald said he was going to have an ale or two before he went to bed. Before he headed to the inn’s great room, I could have sworn he gave Nikita a wink. Kazumi took my hand and led me upstairs while Nikita followed behind.

Kazumi paused in front of Nikita’s room. She turned and gave her friend a smile before taking my hand and placing it in Nikita’s hand. The elf stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek.

“Be gentle with her,” she whispered in my ear.

“What?” I said in surprise.

Kazumi ignored me as she unlocked the door to Nikita’s room, walked inside and then closed the door behind her. I stood alone in the hallway with Nikita. I looked at her in confusion.

She blushed and then she pulled me along to my room’s door. Reaching into her pocket she pulled out a key and unlocked the door. A moment later, she pulled me into the room and locked the door behind us.


Chapter Thirty-Five


Nikita placed the room key back into her pocket and then turned to face me. I looked at her with a puzzled look, unsure of what she wanted.

“Aren’t you going to kiss me?” she asked with a frown.

“Kiss you? Why?” I replied in confusion.

“So that we can bond,” she answered.

“It takes a bit more than kissing,” I was surprised by her answer.

“I know that!” she said as she blushed again.

“Do you not find me attractive?” she added as she crossed her arms under her breasts and scowled at me.

I looked at her appreciatively. I certainly found her attractive. I could still remember how nice her naked body felt pressed to mine as we huddled in that cave after falling into the river. She was in great shape, with a pretty face and beautiful brown eyes. I loved the way she wore her long, chestnut brown hair in a ponytail.

“I think you’re beautiful,” I said softly.

“Good!” she said with a nod.

Nikita walked forward until our bodies were almost touching. Then she tilted her head up towards me, closed her eyes and pursed her lips.

I let out a little laugh, amused and surprised by her actions. Her eyes flew open, and she frowned at me again.

“What is so funny?” she demanded as she placed her hands on her hips.

“You,” I said and gave her a smirk.

“Why am I funny?” she asked as her frown deepened into another scowl.

“I’m sorry, Nikita. This is rather... unexpected,” I said with a shrug.

“We are team members. Why are you surprised that I want to be a bonded team member?” she asked.

“Because... you have not seemed interested in taking our relationship further,” I replied.

“I have seen how Kazumi benefits from being bonded with you. She has told me that you treat her well. Since we are adventuring together, I may as well take advantage of the same bonuses that she gets because she is bonded with you,” Nikita answered.

“Aaah, I see. You wish to use me for extra bonuses,” I said.

“Of course. I don’t want you to get the idea that I like you or anything like that,” she said, but I noticed that she looked away from my face and blushed again as she finished the sentence.

A moment later she reached down and pulled off her boots. Then she took off her shirt and her leggings, tossing them to the side. She looked glorious in the nude. Watching her strip had gotten me half aroused.

She took a step forward and tilted her head back again. Nikita closed her eyes and pursed her lips expectantly.

After a moment, she opened her eyes and looked at me. I was looking at her with a bemused little smile on my lips.

“Why aren’t you kissing me?” she asked. Her voice sounded worried.

I was wondering the same thing. Nikita was a beautiful, desirable young woman. She was naked and she wanted me to make love to her. Why was I hesitating? In my past, that I couldn’t remember, was I in the habit of turning down sex?

“It feels like you are just using me for your own gains,” I said.

Nikita’s mouth flew open.

“We both benefit! If I level up faster, I will be a better team member for you!” she replied.

I laughed.

“It seems like you will get the better end of the deal,” I said.

“Are you telling me that you don’t find me desirable?” she asked as she crossed her arms under her pert breasts.

“I didn’t say that,” I replied.

Nikita reached out her hand and rubbed the front of my pants. She looked at me with a triumphant smile.

“Your penis is firm. Kazumi said that would be a sign that you find me desirable,” she said.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her body so that it was pressed against me. I could feel her trembling nervously, despite her outward display of confidence.

“You want me to kiss you?” I asked.

Nikita nodded.

Her brown eyes were large in the dim lantern light of the room. I tilted my head down and kissed her for a long moment. Her lips were soft and sweet.

I ran my hands over her body, caressing her back and squeezing her firm butt cheeks. I wasn’t thrilled that she wanted to make love to me solely for the benefits of being bonded. But that wasn’t going to stop me from enjoying her beautiful body.

I broke off the kiss and then trailed little kisses across her cheek and down her neck as she sighed in pleasure. No, I wasn’t going to waste this opportunity. Besides, I could take my time winning her over completely.

I picked her up and carried her to my bed and gently laid her down upon it. I stripped off my clothes and laid down next to her. I could see hints of nervousness in her eyes.

I leaned over and kissed her again as my hand explored the firm curves of her body. I wanted Nikita to want me for more than my bonding ability. I really enjoyed the close bond that I was developing with Kazumi. I wanted the same with Nikita.

I trailed kisses down her neck and over the sweet swell of her breasts. Her nipples were small and tight. I nipped at them with my teeth, causing her to gasp in surprise.

“Tell me what I should do,” she said as she looked at me with a mix of desire and confusion.

“I want to feel your touch,” I said as I kissed her mouth again.

Nikita ran her hand along my arm and then placed it on the outside of my thigh. I took her hand in mine and guided her fingers to my cock.

“Oh!” she said as her fingers wrapped around my shaft.

“You're so hot to my touch,” she whispered.

I kissed her again. This time I ran my tongue across her mouth and then gently parted her lips. My tongue teased hers. After a moment's hesitation, Nikita’s tongue pushed back against mine. It was awkward at first, but soon she relaxed, and our tongues danced together as I squeezed her derriere.

“That feels... interesting,” she said when I pulled my head back so we could catch our breaths.

I looked at her pretty eyes. She was a fascinating young woman.

“Stroke my cock with your hand,” I directed her.

She blinked in surprise for a moment and then shifted her body so she could look down at my erection. She began to slide her hand back and forth along my length. She was squeezing very tightly, like she was holding the pommel of her sword.

“Relax your grip. I’m made of flesh, not metal,” I said with a smile and a wince.

“Like this?” she asked as she relaxed her fingers.

“Mmmmm,” I murmured as I lay back on the bed. I watched her as she stared at my cock in fascination.

“You are so soft and hard and hot,” she said as she gently squeezed and stroked my length with her hand. I leaned my head back and enjoyed the feel of her strokes. I caressed her back and shoulders

“There is wetness coming out of your tip! Is this an orgasm? From what Kazumi described... I expected there to be more!” Nikita said excitedly.

I laughed softly.

“No. That is just some liquid that comes out to help lubricate the skin to ease our joining,” I explained.

“Oh. Its slippery!” she said as she ran her fingers over my wet tip.

I leaned up on my elbow. Nikita was staring at my cock as she swirled her fingers around the end of my cock.

“Taste it,” I said to her.

She turned to look at me. Then she brought her hand to her mouth and slowly licked her fingertips. My cock throbbed with desire at the erotically innocent display.

“It's sweet and salty,” she said as she tried to find words for the flavor.

“I meant taste it on my cock,” I said with a grin.

Her eyes flew open, and she glanced down at my erection.

After a moment’s hesitation, she shifted her body downward so that she could lean over and reach my cock with her mouth. I felt her tongue touch the tip of my cockhead.

“Like this?” she asked as she glanced up at me.

I caressed the side of her beautiful face.

“Take my shaft in your mouth. But gently. Don’t bite,” I instructed her.

A moment later I felt her warm mouth wrap around my cockhead.

“Now gently suck on me,” I said.

Nikita did as I directed.

“Move your mouth up and down my shaft while using your hand to hold it,” I said.

She wrapped her fingers around the base of my shaft. Then she tentatively began moving her mouth farther down until she gagged.

“I wondered if I could take all of you in my mouth. It is too big,” she said as she glanced up at me before taking me in her mouth again.

I leaned back and enjoyed the feel of her mouth on my cock. I gently stroked her hair. Nikita began experimenting, alternating between hard sucks and gentle suckling.

After a few minutes, I reached down and gently stopped her. She turned to look at me with a frown.

“Am I doing something wrong?” she asked.

“It feels great. But it's time for me to taste you. Kiss me,” I said.

Nikita obeyed, sliding up my body until her mouth reached mine. She leaned on my chest, and I began caressing her body, enjoying the feel of her tight, smooth skin.

I rolled her off of me so that she was laying on her back beside me. She looked up at me curiously. I gave her a smile and then I kissed and suckled her breasts again while my hand squeezed and massaged them. They were deliciously firm.

Trailing kisses down the flat muscles of her belly, I slowly shifted my body downwards until I was laying between her legs, my mouth kissing her abdomen. Nikita flinched as my kisses tickled her.

I moved my mouth down, trailing kisses along her inner thigh before slowly making my way back up to her womanhood. I gently pressed my lips against her.

“Val!” Nikita squealed as her thighs clamped against the sides of my head.

“Relax, Nikita. Lay back and enjoy,” I chuckled.

“Okay,” she whispered as she spread her thighs apart.

I gently kissed and licked her. I could smell the sweet muskiness of her arousal. I moved my hand up and massaged her thigh before gently inserting the tip of one finger inside of her entrance.

Nikita flinched and gasped. Her thighs spasmed for a moment, but they didn’t clench around my head like when I had first kissed her vulva.

I pushed my finger deeper. She let out a long sigh. I began working my finger in and out of her, while my lips and tongue kissed and teased her clitoris. Her passage was so tight, I struggled to get my thick finger all the way inside of her.

Thankfully, I could feel the wetness building up inside of her. I began working my finger faster as my tongue began tracing circles around her clitoris. Nikita began to whimper, and her body was trembling. Her hands grasped and twisted the sheets on either side of her.

“Val! Don’t stop! Something’s happening!” she moaned.

A moment later her hips bucked, and her stomach convulsed as she had her first orgasm. I could feel her passage clenching and unclenching around my finger as she came.

I slowed my finger and my tongues motion down, letting her come down slowly off her high. She was breathing rapidly.

“Val.. That was.. was..” she mumbled between breaths.

I laughed softly and planted a last kiss on her opening as I withdrew my finger. I slid my body up and kissed her lips as I lay on top of her. Nikita wrapped her arms and legs around me.

I gently kissed her until her breathing had steadied. Then I reached down and guided my cock to her entrance. I began to tease her opening, rubbing my cockhead along her slit so that my pre-cum and her cum mixed together. Soon my tip was covered in our juices, and I slowly began pushing into her.

“Val!” Nikita broke off our kiss and looked at me with shocked eyes.

“It’s not going to fit,” she whispered.

I kissed the tip of her nose.

“Trust me. I will be patient,” I said.

Nikita nodded, but I could see the concern in her eyes.

I slowly swirled the tip of my cock around her entrance, drawing out more of her wetness before pushing a little farther into her. Then I pulled back to where I was almost out of her. I repeated the motion, going deeper this time.

Nikita let out a little grunt of pain as I stretched her.

“Do you want me to continue?” I asked as I paused.

She bit her lip and nodded.

I began working my cock in and out of her in a slow rhythm. With each push, I managed to get a little more of my cock into her. It was exquisite torture for me. She was so tight.

As I worked deeper into her, I felt the resistance of her maidenhead.

“Nikita, I’m going to push past your resistance. This might hurt a little,” I whispered.

Nikita face took on a look of determination.

“I am ready,” she whispered.

I had to hide a smile. She looked like she was getting ready for battle. I leaned down and caught her mouth in a kiss as I surged forward, tearing past her last resistance, burying myself to the hilt, deep inside of her.

Nikita moaned in pain around our kiss as I stretched her out fully. I released her mouth and gazed down at her. Her eyes were closed in concentration as she gasped her breaths.

After a few moments she steadied herself and looked up at me.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I have heard that the first time is the most painful,” she whispered.

“Do you want me to stop?” I asked.

She frowned up at me.

“If Kazumi survived this, then I will also!” she said fiercely.

Nikita surprised me by pulling me down into another kiss. She began thrusting her hips forward, pushing herself even deeper onto my cock even though she whimpered with every push.

I broke off the kiss and smiled down at her.

“Nikita, relax. Making love is not a race. Let me guide you this time, okay?” I spoke.

Nikita nodded and stopped her thrusting. I leaned down and kissed her again. I started moving my cock in a gentle rhythm inside of her. Then I slowly began increasing the length of my strokes.

Nikita broke off our kiss and looked up at me through half closed eyes. She was breathing rapidly. I began increasing the tempo.

“Val, it's happening again!” she whispered as she tilted her head back.

She felt so good and so tight that I was having trouble maintaining control. A moment later her body shook as she had another orgasm. She let out a soft moan as she arched her back.

Watching this beautiful woman orgasming with pleasure from my lovemaking pushed me over the edge. With a final powerful stroke, I exploded inside of her.

I pumped myself into her as her tight pussy clenched around my cock. I could feel the heat of our orgasms flooding her passage.

As I finished emptying myself into her, I leaned forward and kissed her outstretched neck. We were covered in a light sheen of sweat from our exertions.

I pulled Nikita with me as I rolled over onto my back. She nuzzled against my chest as her breathing slowly returned to normal.

“That was interesting,” Nikita said a little later as she leaned up to look at me.

“Was it?” I asked.

Nikita nodded.

“It was more painful than I anticipated,” she said with a serious look in her brown eyes.

“The more we do it, the less it will hurt. You will no longer feel any pain, only pleasure,” I assured her.

“Do it again! Whatever for? We are now bonded teammates,” she said with a look of alarm in her eyes.

I was surprised by her comment and didn’t say anything.

“Not that it was awful. When that feeling washed over my body... that was incredible,” Nikita said thoughtfully.

“But my womanly area is quite sore. This is not something that I would care to do again anytime soon,” she said as she frowned at me.

“You wound me,” I said with a smile.

A mix of emotions flashed across her face.

“You are teasing me! I don’t want you to think that I care for you or love you just because we have lain together!” she said adamantly.

“Of course. This was simply to make you and the team stronger,” I replied.

Nikita studied my face. I maintained a detached expression.

She nodded.

“I’m glad you understand,” she said and then she laid her head down on my chest again.

“If you don’t mind, I would like to lay like this for a few minutes. I will sleep in the other bed, but there is something soothing about sharing our bodies warmth like this,” she said as she stretched her body out so that she was partially laying on me.

“If it makes you feel good, who am I to argue?” I replied as I began to gently stroke her back.

“Mmmm,” Nikita muttered and then she yawned.

Within a few minutes, she was breathing evenly. A minute later, I could hear her softly snoring. I smiled as I continued to stroke her back. I loved the feel of her as she slept against me.

Nikita was a strong woman and she was used to being in charge. I knew that she was unhappy with the way I had taken charge of our group. But I couldn’t help who I was. It felt natural to me.

She was also focused on her mission of revenge. She would not rest until her uncle had been avenged and her cousin was safely in charge of Breakhold. I respected that.

I had given her my word that I would help her, and I planned on keeping my promise. But I also felt a strong attraction to these two beautiful women that had taken me in when I had awoken in that long-abandoned temple. I wouldn’t have survived without their help.

Kazumi had proven to be a pleasant surprise. I could tell that she had feelings for me. Thinking of those brilliant blue eyes of hers brought a smile to my face. Kazumi was not only helpful because of her magic, she was a cheerful companion during our travels. It would be a joy to have her by my side as I found my way in this world where I couldn’t remember my past.

Harvald was turning out to be a strong member of our team. He was fast becoming a good friend to us all. I was glad that I had freed him and convinced the girls to let him join us.

Nikita had walls around her. She had lost her parents at a young age and now her uncle who had taken her in had been murdered. She was a beautiful woman. She was a brave warrior and a loyal friend. She was the kind of woman that would have your back, no matter what.

I would have to be patient with her. In truth, I was surprised that she had wanted to make love to me, though I supposed that the additional bonuses if we were bonded helped convince her. Once we had fulfilled her obligations to her family, I wanted to convince her to stay with me.

I leaned down and kissed the top of her head. I smiled as I pictured our team winning glory as we carved out a place for us in this wild world. In time we would need a home. A place for us to rest and enjoy the fruits of our victories between adventures.

I needed to grow stronger. And I needed to help my team grow stronger. Together we could accomplish more than I could by myself. Patience was the key.


Chapter Thirty-Six


“Do we upgrade our equipment today? Or do we wait until after we do the wizard’s tower quest tomorrow?” Harvald asked after we had finished breakfast.

“That’s always a difficult choice it seems. On the one hand, if we wait until we complete the quest, we will have more resources to use to upgrade our gear. On the other hand, upgrading our gear now might aid us in completing the quest,” I mused.

“If we buy some new equipment now, we can sell some of it after the quest,” Kazumi said.

“But we won’t get anywhere near the price that we purchased it for,” Nikita said.

I noticed that Nikita had been avoiding looking at me all morning. When she had woken up, she had jumped out of bed and gotten dressed quickly. Without saying a word, she hurried off to Kazumi’s room, sending Harvald back to my room.

“What is the most likely trouble we might encounter on Robert's Island?” I asked.

The team pondered my question.

“It sounds like the locals think the island is haunted. We might run into some kind of undead creatures,” Nikita replied with a frown.

“There could be giant rats or spiders,” Harvald added.

“Don’t forget random encounters. They could be anything,” Kazumi reminded us.

“True. The island is surrounded by water. The gods could send us giant crabs or hostile mermen,” Nikita said.

“Giant crabs are no joke. We would have to deal with them frequently on Edmund’s Island,” Harvald added with a grim look in his eyes.

I considered what they had said.

“Assuming that we don’t get hit with a random encounter, it sounds like undead would be the most likely trouble we would face,” I said.

“If the tower ruins are indeed haunted, my magic will be helpful,” Kazumi said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“My magic is life magic. My vines are stronger against the undead,” the elf explained.

“Your blade glows green. Is it life magic?” Harvald asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly.

“Didn’t you check your blade’s stats?” Nikita asked in surprise.

“My blade has stats?” I asked. I hadn’t considered that possibility.

“Why, yes, of course. If an item is magic, you can check its properties,” Nikita explained.

I pulled up my screens. I concentrated on Hawkblade and another window popped up.

Hawkblade

Longsword +5

Force Drain- will siphon energy from opponents and use that energy to heal its wielder.

Frost Damage – deals frost damage to opponents.

Death Blow Bonus – a death blow hit will give bonus healing to wielder.

Undead Bonus – Does additional damage versus undead creatures.

Freeze – there is an 8% chance that an opponent or part of an opponent will be frozen for a short time.

“You are right. Hawkblade deals additional damage against undead foes. I have an 8% chance of freezing an opponent,” I said

“Wait, what? You can freeze with your sword?” Nikita asked with a confused look.

I nodded.

“Pull your sword out,” Kazumi said excitedly.

I drew Hawkblade out. The sword shimmered with faint green and blue lights that travelled in waves up and down the blade.

“Your blade’s light changed!” Nikita said.

“It has to be because you bonded with Nikita!” Kazumi said excitedly.

“That's great. Every advantage I can get will help keep me alive during battles,” I said, as I admired the lights playing along the sword’s blade.

“Have you two allocated your bonus stats yet?” Kazumi asked.

“Not yet. I wanted to think about it,” Nikita replied as she chewed her lip.

“Same. I want to put the points where they will do the most good,” I added.

Harvald was looking at us with a bemused smile.

“I am jealous of the extra bonuses you folks get by being able to bond,” he said with a chuckle.

“I’m sorry, Harvald. Val can only bond with women. You would need to join with a female Quest Master to get the extra bonuses,” Kazumi said as she gave Harvald a concerned look.

The dwarf held up his hands.

“No, no... I am not complaining. I am grateful for the bonus rewards that I get as a quest team member. We dwarves are greedy sometimes, always wanting more. A few weeks ago, I was rotting away in a cell. Today I am free and adventuring across Nemet. I am happy,” he said with a smile.

I reached over and laid my hand on his shoulder.

“Harvald. I am glad you joined our team. You are a great help,” I said earnestly, and the dwarf nodded.

“Since Val also has a bonus against undead like Kazumi, I say that we wait to upgrade until after the quest is done,” Nikita said, bringing the conversation back to our equipment.

I nodded.

“We handled the barrow wights with our current equipment. I agree with Nikita,” I said.

Kazumi and Harvald nodded.

“Very well. We will wait. Let’s check our gear today and make sure we are ready for tomorrow,” I said to them.

We relaxed the rest of the day and skipped the carnival. We went to bed early so we would be well rested for tomorrow’s quest.

As I lay in bed, I thought about the best way to allocate my bonus stat points. I decided to do the same thing that I had done with the bonus points from Kazumi. I added a point each to strength, constitution and dexterity.

Stats

Strength: 17

Constitution: 17

Dexterity: 17

Wisdom: 15

Intelligence: 15

Charisma: 15

Satisfied with my choice, I fell asleep thinking about tomorrow’s quest.
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We met Bernard at his shop in the morning. He handed us ropes and a couple of shovels. Then he handed us a pair of torches. We had brought our weapons and Kazumi had brought her pack with some healing and mana potions inside.

“I’m not sure if you will be able to access the tower basement without digging through some rubble first, so I purchased this equipment for you,” he explained.

Bernard led us down to the Fairmarket docks. It was shaping up to be a beautiful morning and I could clearly see the island in the distance.

The dock area was not very large. There were a few fishing boats docked there as well as a couple of smaller boats. The orc led us to a man standing by a large rowboat.

The boat had three benches with room for two people on each one. A pair of large oars were attached to the gunwales of the rowboat at the middle bench.

The man nodded to us. I could see that he was frowning.

“I still say you should stay away from that cursed island, Bernard,” the man said.

“I paid you triple the rate to rent your boat, Hank. Don’t worry, we will bring it back safely,” the orc said reassuringly.

The man just shook his head. He held the boat steady for us as we stepped down into it. Nikita and Kazumi sat at the back of the boat. Harvald and I manned the oars. Bernard sat at the bow.

It took us about fifteen or twenty minutes to reach the island. Harvald noticed the rotting remains of a small pier and we headed towards it. The wooden boards of the pier had rotted away, but the wooden pilings sticking out of the water were still visible.

The water wasn’t very deep near the island’s shore, but the rowboat had a shallow draft, and we were able to drift in very close before Harvald and I jumped out and dragged the boat onto dry land, next to the remains of the pier.

The ruined tower sat on a nearby hill. As we climbed up, we found an overgrown path that led directly to the tower.

As we reached the ruins, I tried to make out what the structure must have looked like before whatever calamity had struck it. It looked like it was once two parts. To the left was the tower proper. Attached to it was another building that consisted of two floors. When the tower collapsed, it had fallen on and crushed most of the other building.

“This attached building has been destroyed. Most of the tower has collapsed on it. If there is a passage to the lower levels in there, we won’t be able to get to it with only a pair of shovels,” Harvald said as he examined the pile of rubble.

“I hope that the entrance will be found in the tower,” Bernard said as he limped towards a rotted door in the remains of the base of the tower.

A couple of medium sized stones blocked the door. Harvald and I used the shovels to clear a path and break away what remained of the wooden door. Then we helped the others step over the debris as we entered the ground floor of the tower.

Above us was blue sky and what little remained of the wooden floorboards of the second story. To the left was the remains of a stone staircase that hugged the wall as it curved upwards. The floor was strewn with building stones, rotted wood and other debris.

“What caused the tower to collapse?” I asked Bernard as we poked around the debris.

“No one knows. The apprentice’s journal only mentions that the wizard was doing dangerous experiments,” Bernard said.

“What kind of experiments?” Kazumi asked.

“He didn’t say. I believe the apprentice was being purposely vague. He may have been worried in case someone found his journal,” the orc explained.

“My guess is that one of his experiments went terribly wrong and he brought the tower down on himself,” I said.

“Indeed. Some wizards push the boundaries too far in their quests for knowledge and power. Usually resulting in their own demise,” Bernard said as he looked at the ruined building.

“Hey, I think I found what we are looking for!” Harvald called out.

The dwarf was standing by the ruined staircase. He was looking at the area under the stairs. The rest of us walked over to see what he had found.

Underneath the stairs was another staircase leading downwards. The stairs above had shielded the steps below and they were fairly clear of debris. At the bottom of the steps was a wooden door that seemed intact.

“This has to be the way to the lower levels!” Bernard said excitedly.

It took Harvald and I only a few minutes to clear some of the stones and debris that had collected at the bottom of the stairwell, blocking the door. Once the way was clear, I tried opening the door. It was locked.

“The bottom of the door is rotted away,” Harvald said.

“Probably from years of rainwater finding its way down here,” he added.

“Stand back,” I cautioned.

I pounded on the door with my shovel. The door was so rotted that it split down the middle at my first blow. The door fell apart as I hit it a few more times, falling to the floor in ragged pieces.

I peeked through the doorway. Ahead of me, I could see a straight hallway.

“There is a hallway here. The passage is lit up by lanterns,” I said in surprise.

Along the left wall, a couple of lanterns cast a soft yellow light, illuminating the passage. I carefully stepped over the broken door. Harvald followed me.

“Is someone expecting us?” the dwarf said as he placed his shield on his arm and readied his waraxe.

“Magelight lanterns!” Kazumi said as she entered the hallway a moment later.

“What are magelight lanterns?” I asked.

“Magic lanterns that, once lit by a mage, will stay lit until the mage turns them off,” Kazumi explained.

“Does that mean there is someone here?” I asked.

“Not necessarily,” Bernard said as he entered the hallway, followed by Nikita.

“They say that they can burn for hundreds, even thousands of years,” Kazumi added.

“At least we won’t need the torches for now,” I said as I drew my sword and walked down the hall.

“Watch for traps,” Bernard cautioned.

Harvald and I scanned the floor, walls and ceiling as we made our way down the passage. The hall opened into a large room. Stone stairs led down from a rectangular opening in the floor near the far wall.

Wooden shelves lined one wall and two magelight lanterns provided light. Nikita and Bernard walked over to the shelves, examining the objects sitting on them.

“Junk,” Bernard said.

I walked over to the opening in the floor and looked down the next set of steps. They led down to a landing that shone with magelight.

“Quiet,” I said. I thought I had heard something moving.

Harvald crept over and stood on the opposite side of the opening, searching for whatever had alerted me.

A strange rattling sound reached our ears. A moment later a skeletal figure appeared at the bottom of the steps. It was joined by a second one. Red eyes glared up malevolently at me.

It was some kind of warrior with an iron helm and round shield. A short, curved sword was in its other hand. It began rushing up the stairs towards me.

“Skeleton soldiers!” Harvald yelled.

“Let me take the brunt of the charge!” he added as he moved to the head of the stairs and braced himself.

The first skeleton swung its sword at Harvald’s legs. He lowered his shield and deftly blocked the skeleton’s swing. I brought Hawkblade down on the creature’s helmet, cracking it open and shearing part of it off.

I had to jump back as the second skeleton poked up at me with the tip of its sword. My hit distracted the first skeleton and Harvald brought his axe down on his damaged helmet. The axe smashed through the rest of the helmet and crushed the bony head of the monster.

Whatever magic was holding the skeleton together was gone and its bones, sword and shield fell to the ground with a clattering noise.

The second skeleton leaped up onto the floor as it sought to reach me. I was already swinging my sword and my blade caught it in the side, breaking off a couple of its ribs.

The damage didn’t faze it as it knocked my blade back with its shield. It raised up its sword to swing at me, but one of Kazumi’s vines snaked out and wrapped around its arm, throwing it off balance.

“Aim for the head!” Nikita yelled as she rushed forward.

Harvald swung his axe and it smashed into the skeleton’s shoulder, shattering bones and shearing off its sword arm. The skeleton, freed from Kazumi’s vine, pivoted and smashed its shield into the dwarf, knocking him back.

As the skeleton spun towards Harvald, it gave me an opening and I swung Hawkblade in a horizontal motion that sheared through the skeleton’s neck. The head fell to the ground and rolled towards Nikita. I was surprised that the body was still intact. The monster swung its shield towards me, but it was a wild swing and it missed.

Nikita smashed her boot into the head as it came to stop at her feet. Bones crunched and the glowing red light that served as its eyes went out. Its body fell apart as the magic that held it together was destroyed.

“No more for the moment,” Harvald said as he looked down the stairs.

“Necromancy!” Bernard said.

“No wonder the apprentice was secretive in his journal. Necromancy is forbidden in Fairmarket, upon penalty of death!” he added.

“Does this mean that the wizard is still alive?” I asked with a concerned frown.

Bernard scratched his chin as he considered my words.

“No. If he was alive, he could have easily left. The stairs were not seriously blocked. He could have used the skeleton soldiers as workers to clear the way,” the orc mage said.

“Then who was controlling the skeletons?” I asked.

“A necromancer infuses some of his mana into the skeletons. They will stay alive, if you want to call it that, indefinitely. Until their heads are smashed,” Bernard explained.

“Why did they attack us?” I asked.

“The wizard must have ordered them to guard this passage. They will continue at their task until they are killed or given new orders,” Kazumi replied. The orc nodded in agreement.

“We will have to keep an eye out for more of these things,” Harvald said.

“I will not accompany you any further. I would only be a hindrance with my limp. I will wait for you near the boat,” Bernard said.

“I thought you were a mage,” I said questioningly.

“Yes. But my specialty areas are healing and enchanting. I’m sure the elf is a competent healer. If you suffer many wounds, I can also help you when you return to the boat,” the orc explained.

“What does an enchanter do?” I asked.

Bernard looked at me with a curious expression.

“Val does not remember everything. Due to... an injury... he has forgotten many things,” Kazumi said quickly.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I am glad that the gods let you continue with your duties as a Quester,” Bernard said with a nod.

“Enchanters imbue objects with magic,” Kazumi said.

“And we can further enhance items. My specialty is magic staves,” Bernard added.

“I didn’t expect you to accompany us this far. We will meet you back at the boat once we explore the lower levels,” I said.

“Be careful of any traps the wizard may have powered up. Watch out for any piles of bones you see. Necromancers will set them as ambushes. The bones will turn into skeleton soldiers after you pass by them,” Bernard said and then he turned and limped back the way we had come.

“Keep your eyes and ears open,” I said as I led the way down to the next level.

The steps ending at a small landing. A hall led forward but then turned to the left after a few feet. I cautiously walked forward and peeked around the corner. The hall led straight to another opening. Halfway down the passage were room doors on either side. Magelight lanterns provided light.

I walked down the hallway followed by the others. We tried to move as quietly as possible. The doors seemed to be intact. I slowly opened the door on the right about an inch and then paused to listen for any movement. I heard nothing, so I opened the door further. The room beyond was dark.

“Kazumi, light your staff,” I said.

She walked forward and her staff blazed with blue light. I opened the door, my sword ready to block any attacks. I pushed the door open all the way. The room was empty.

I turned to the other door and repeated the process. That room was dark and empty as well, except that I could see an open archway in the wall across from me.

“Did you hear that?” Kazumi whispered.

“What?” I asked.

“Something’s moving in the next room!” she replied, her keener hearing picking up the sounds.

“Get ready!” I said over my shoulder. Kazumi and I stepped into the room, allowing Harvald and Nikita room to follow us. Harvald took up a position next to Kazumi and Nikita moved to stand near me.

I could hear feet shuffling towards us out of the darkness. Shapes took form as the shambling figures neared the open archway.

“Are they barrow wights?” I asked as I tried to identify our enemy.

“No! Zombies! Don’t let them touch you!” the keen-eyed elf called out.

“What happens if they touch you?” I asked as I grabbed Hawkblade in a two-handed grip.

“They carry disease and poisons,” Nikita warned.

“They move slowly, but they can absorb a lot of damage,” Harvald added.

The first zombie was finally visible as it lurched into our room. It looked like a partially decomposed corpse, clothed in tattered rags. More of the monsters shuffled into the room. I counted five of them.

“Do I have to go for the head?” I asked.

“Give them enough damage and they die, but cutting the head off is faster. Just don’t get too close,” Nikita cautioned as she took a few steps to my right.

“I will tangle them,” Nikita said as vines snaked out from her staff.

The vines wrapped around the legs of the first two zombies. They stumbled, the one nearest to me dropping to its knees while the next one fell flat on its face near Harvald.

I leaped forward and smashed my sword into the kneeling zombie’s face. It snarled at me but didn’t try to block me. My sword passed through the creature’s face, bursting out of the back of its skull. I watched in horror as its hands reached up and grabbed my blade. The creature was trying to pull my sword from its destroyed face.

To my right, Nikita was slashing at one of the zombies. She managed to cut off one its hands, but the monster was slowly shuffling after her as she alternated hacking and backing away.

To my left, Harvald smashed his waraxe into the back of the zombie’s head that had fallen face first on the ground in front of him. As he pulled his waraxe back up, another zombie lunged at him. He caught it on his shield and then shoved it back, sending it stumbling into the last zombie as it entered the room.

I yanked my sword out of the creature’s face and hands, the blade slicing off its fingers as I pulled it backwards. I reversed my motion and swung my blade in an arc back towards the zombie. My razor-sharp blade sliced through its neck cleanly. Its head rolled to the floor as its body collapsed.

“Kazumi, help Harvald!” I shouted as I turned to help Nikita.

The zombie was backing her into a corner. As it lunged towards her, Nikita ducked and rolled under its arms. She rose to her knee and lashed out with her sword, catching the monster in the back of its knee. The monster stumbled forward and smashed into the wall. Nikita was already in motion, rolling away in case it swung towards her.

The zombie recovered and turned towards her. Its attention was focused on her, and it didn’t see me rushing at it from the side. I lashed out with my sword and took off its head.

“I was just about to finish it off!” Nikita said angrily.

“Sorry!” I gave her a grin and then turned towards the others.

Harvald had taken the head off one of the monsters as it struggled to untangle itself from Kazumi’s vines. The remaining zombie managed to get one of its legs free and it lunged forward towards the dwarf.

The zombie tripped as Kazumi’s vine yanked on its entangled leg. The monster crashed into Harvald’s upraised shield and then it fell to the floor as I ran to help.

The impact caused the dwarf to take a step back. His foot landed on the prone zombie that he had first attacked. Harvald’s ankle twisted beneath him, and he fell to the ground. I jumped over the bodies and landed near the zombie that Kazumi was trying to further tangle as it tried to rise to its hands and knees.

My blade severed its neck and the head bounced on the floor with a fleshy thunk. Harvald cried out in pain.

I turned to see what was wrong. Harvald’s was grimacing in pain. At first, I wasn’t sure what was happening. Then I realized that the prone zombie that he had stumbled over had reached out a clawed hand and had grabbed the dwarf’s ankle! Even though Harvald had smashed its head in, it was still alive.

Nikita reached it before I could, and she lopped off its head with her longsword. I looked around at the carnage. All five of the zombies were headless.

“Kazumi, tend to Harvald! Nikita, close the door to the hallway and guard it! I will check the next room!” I yelled out directions to the team.

I walked over to the archway and peered into the room. The room was dark, and I couldn’t really see anything. It didn’t seem like anything else was moving towards us.

I glanced at Kazumi and Harvald. She had set her staff next to her and she was using her healing power on the dwarf.

“Is he alright?” I asked. Harvald was moaning softly.

“He’s been poisoned! I’ve done what I can with my magic. I will give him a healing potion,” she said as she unslung her pack.

She pulled out one of the healing potions and held Harvald’s head so he could take a long drink. After a few moments, the dwarf began to cough violently. He turned his head away and vomited.

Kazumi waited and watched as Harvald’s breathing returned to normal. The dwarf sat up.

“Gods, I feel awful,” he muttered.

Kazumi helped him get to his feet. Harvald spat on the corpse of the zombie that had poisoned him.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“I’ve been better. I won’t be 100 percent if we have to fight. But I won’t be totally useless,” he said grimly.

“My magic and the healing potion have done what we can. The poison will do no further damage. He is about three quarters healed. The only way for Harvald to fully heal will be with an Anti-Poison Potion,” Kazumi explained.

I nodded.

“Don’t take any unnecessary risks. Let us take the brunt of any fighting we must do. Kazumi, bring your light over here,” I said.

The room beyond the archway was empty save for six tables arranged in a row. The five farthest from us were empty. The one closest to us had a body on it. But there was something odd about it. It was lumpy and even more misshapen than the ones we had just fought.

“Another zombie! Be careful!” Kazumi cautioned. We cautiously walked towards the table. I had my sword ready to lop off its head if it moved.

“What happened to it?” Kazumi said in confusion as we looked at the prone body on the table.

I looked at the odd lumpy things laying on the zombie’s body and next to it on the table.

“There’s more on the floor,” Kazumi pointed out. She was right, three more of the mishappen lumps were scattered around the table.

“They’re rats!” I said as I realized what I was looking at. The rodents had eaten away what was left of the zombie's face. One of the rats’ bodies was halfway inside one of the empty eye sockets.

“They ate its brain and then died from the poison!” Kazumi said in disgust.

I brought my sword down on the dead zombie's neck and sent the head rolling off the table to the floor.

“Just in case,” I said.

Nikita nodded and we headed back to the other room.

“Are you sure you can continue?” I asked Harvald.

The dwarf nodded.

Nikita opened the door, and she took up a position next to me as we continued down the hallway to the next opening. I poked my head through the opening. The room beyond the opening was dimly lit with one magelight lantern. I could see a rectangular opening at the far end where another set of stairs led down to the next level.

Nikita and I cautiously entered, followed by Kazumi and then Harvald.

“Bone piles!” Nikita yelled.

I glanced to my right. In the shadowed corner of the room nearest me, a pile of bones was rapidly connecting and forming a skeleton soldier! I rushed towards it, hoping to strike before it fully formed. I heard Nikita’s bootsteps running towards the left corner.

I swung my sword at the skeleton’s head just as it brought its shield up to block me. My blow staggered the creature, sending it crashing off balance into the corner. The skeleton recovered quickly and swung its sword at my head.

I ducked low and swung Hawkblade in a powerful lateral swing at the skeleton’s knees. The blade smashed through both kneecaps and the monster fell on top of me.

I stood up, tossing its body over my back and it crashed onto the floor behind me. I pivoted and smashed the side of its head with a vicious kick. The blow snapped the skeleton's neck and sent its head flying into the wall where it shattered into several pieces.

I turned towards Nikita.

Kazumi had tangled the skeleton with one of her vines. It was slashing at the living rope, trying to free itself. Nikita lashed out with her sword and beheaded it just as Kazumi cried out in pain. An arrow had hit her!

I glanced to the back of the room. A skeletal archer was fitting another arrow to its bow. I sprinted towards it.

“Harvald! Cover Kazumi!” I yelled as the skeleton lifted its bow.

I quickly flipped my grip on Hawkblade and threw my sword at the skeleton as it drew the arrow back to its bony cheek.

My sword crashed into its chest and the arrow hit the ceiling as the skeleton was knocked back and pinned to the wall behind it. Red eyes glared at me as the skeleton pulled out another arrow from its quiver.

As the skeleton nocked the arrow, I crashed into it, driving the fingers of my right hand into its glowing red eye sockets. I grabbed the arrow with my left hand as my right hand smashed its skull into the wall behind it. I began slamming its head into the wall repeatedly and then I felt its bones shatter. Its bones fell to the floor as the skeleton died again.

I pulled my sword from the wall, glancing at the point. It was undamaged. I ran back to where Nikita was tending to Kazumi as Harvald stood guard over them. Kazumi was sitting on the floor, looking at the arrow stuck in her upper arm.

Nikita was kneeling by Kazumi. I could see the arrow had penetrated her cloak. Blood was seeping through the fabric. Her face was drawn with pain.

“Harvald, watch the stairs!” I said and the dwarf hurried to the back of the room.

“This is going to hurt. I’m going to snap off the back of the arrow,” Nikita said.

Kazumi nodded and then a moment later she gasped in pain as Nikita broke off the back of the arrow.

I could see that the arrow had penetrated her arm, and the point was sticking through the other side. I knelt down on the other side of her and held her hand.

“I’m going to pull the arrow through and then we can take your cloak off,” Nikita said.

Kazumi nodded. She squeezed my hand. In one smooth motion, Nikita pulled the arrow out of her arm.

“Aghhh!” Kazumi yelled as she gripped my hand tightly.

“Quick, help me get her cloak off!” Nikita said.

Kazumi did her best to not cry out as I slid her pack off and then pulled the cloak away from her shoulders. Her arm was badly bleeding. Kazumi’s left hand glowed with green magic as she placed it over the wound where the arrow had exited.

I opened her pack and pulled out a healing potion and handed it to Nikita. Kazumi moved her hand away and I saw that the wound had closed.

“Drink this,” Nikita said as she held the potion bottle to her friend’s lips.

Kazumi took a couple of long drinks of the healing potion. I shifted my position so I could see the outer part of her arm. As I watched, the flow of blood from the ragged tear stopped. The skin began knitting itself back together.

Kazumi looked at her arm. Her hand glowed green as she held it over the outer wound. Soon both wounds shone with fresh pink skin.

“Thank the gods the arrow didn’t catch me in a critical spot,” Kazumi sighed.

She looked at her side. There was a nick in her clothing where the arrow had passed through her arm. It hadn’t penetrated her thick shirt.

“Val, can you hand me my mana potion? I am almost drained,” Kazumi asked me.

I handed her the mana potion, and she downed it in a few drinks.

“Smart thinking, pushing the arrow through to get it out, Nikita,” I said and gave her a nod.

“I learned from the best,” she said as she smiled at her friend.

Kazumi saw the puzzled look on my face.

“I had to do the same thing to Nikita once. If you can, pushing the arrow out is better than trying to pull it back. Especially if it has barbs. Most times you have to cut the arrowhead out,” she explained.

“I’m glad you weren’t seriously hurt,” I said as I helped her stand up.

“Wounds are just part of an adventurer’s life. You just hope you can heal them before they kill you,” Kazumi said as she leaned over and kissed my cheek.

“Are you feeling well enough to continue?” I asked.

“Of course,” the elf said.

“If we quit an exploration every time we receive minor wounds, we will never level up and achieve glory,” Nikita said with a laugh.

Kazumi stretched her arms and then pulled her cloak back on. Nikita picked up her staff and handed it to her.

“I can carry my pack again,” she gave me a smile as she held out her hand for the pack.

Once she had the pack on her back, we walked over to where Harvald was watching the stairs.

“Do you hear anything moving around below?” I asked.

“No, nothing,” Harvald said.

Nikita and I led the way as we walked down to the next level. A long hallway stretched ahead of us. There was one mage light just past the stairs landing. I could see another magelight lantern hanging further down the hall. It wasn’t lit.

“Kazumi, are you feeling well enough to light your staff?” I asked as we cautiously walked down the hallway.

The hall brightened as the light from her staff turned on. I could see a darkened opening ahead of us. As we neared the end of the hallway, I noticed blackened streaks along the stones that made up the floor, ceiling and walls of the hall.

I peeked into the space beyond the open doorway. A large circular room was ahead of us. There was something in the middle of the room, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I listened, but the only noise I heard was our breathing.

“Be ready for more skeletons,” I cautioned as I stepped into the room. I watched the right side as Nikita entered and covered the left side. Kazumi and Harvald stepped into the room. Kazumi increased the strength of the light coming from her staff as she raised the crystal high above her head.

The light illuminated the shape in the middle of the room. It was a stone table and a stone chair. A figure was seated in the chair with its back towards us. Strewn about the room were the charred remains of broken furniture.

Against the wall were piles of twisted metal and smashed wood. The room was covered with thick black streaks that seemed to start near the stone table and radiate outwards.

I looked around, but I didn’t see any piles of bones that could become skeletons. I cautiously walked towards the skeleton. Nikita moved forward, keeping an eye on the left side of the room.

I moved up to the right side of the figure, my sword ready to attack or defend. As the figure's face came into view, I was shocked by what I saw.

The figure was leaned over the charred remains of a large book. Skeletal hands were stretched out, grasping either side of the book. Its head was a skull, with wisps of hair standing straight up from the sides and back. The remains of a burnt and blackened robe hung loose over its body.

I poked the skull with the tip of my sword. The body slumped to the side and the skull fell to the floor with a hollow rattling sound that echoed through the chamber. Harvald walked over and smashed it with his waraxe, sending bits of bone flying.

“Just in case,” he said as he saw us watching him with curious looks.

“Smart thinking,” I said with a nod.

“Looks like a magical explosion,” Nikita said as she looked at the table.

Kazumi walked over and looked at the charred book. She took out her dagger and prodded it. What was left of the book crumbled to dust as soon as she touched it.

“The necromancer must have unleashed power that he couldn’t control. The force of it must have shaken the tower and brought it down,” the elf said as she sheathed her dagger.

“I have a feeling that this was one of the books that Bernard was looking for,” I said.

“The other books may have been destroyed in the explosion,” Harvald said with a grimace as he began walking around the room.

“There might be a hidden chest or room,” Nikita said hopefully as she peered under the stone table.

“Watch for traps or piles of bones under the debris,” I cautioned as I walked over to the curved wall to my right. We spent the next few minutes searching for the books or treasure.

“I found something!” Nikita cried out.

“It's a chest!” she added excitedly.

“Watch out for traps!” Kazumi said worriedly.

We walked over to where Nikita was moving aside some debris. I could see the edge of a metal chest protruding from under some wooden boards. I helped Nikita carefully clear away the remaining rubble.

Nikita and I carefully examined the chest.

“I can see a very thin wire running from the back of the lid on your side,” I said.

“Tripwire!” Nikita said at the same time.

I walked over to her side of the chest. A thin, almost invisible wire ran from the chest’s lid to a hole in the wall. Nikita peered at the floor closely while Kazumi held her staff up to the ceiling. I examined the wall behind the chest.

“The floor looks solid,” Nikita said.

“So does the ceiling,” Kazumi added.

I noticed a discoloration in the wall a foot above where the trip wire disappeared into a hole in the wall. I sheathed my sword and drew my dagger.

“Stand back,” I cautioned.

The others moved a few feet away. I prodded at the discoloration. My dagger poked a hole through a thin coating of mortar that was the same color as the stone around it. The mortar fell away, revealing a one-inch hole.

I sheathed my dagger. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out one of my lockpicks.

“I will try to disarm the trap. Be ready, no telling what might come out of that hole,” I said.

I began fiddling with the trip wire. I just about had it when suddenly the wire snapped and flew into the wall. Almost instantaneously, a slender metal spear shot out of the hole and smashed into the far wall. It hit with enough force to embed the first few inches of the blade into the stone. We looked at it with surprise as the tail end of it vibrated from the force of the impact.

“That would have hurt,” Harvald said.

I nodded and gave him a wry smile. Then I took out my dagger and prodded around the chest’s lid. There didn’t seem to be any other trip wires or traps. I tried lifting the lid, but it was locked.

My first two lockpicks broke as I tried to get the lock open. My third attempt was successful. I slowly lifted the lid, ready to roll away in case of danger.

Inside the chest were a pair of worn books. I lifted the first one. The book was bound in worn leather. Embossed on the cover was a grinning skull. I handed the book to Nikita.

The second book looked even older than the first. The cover’s corners were worn and frayed. Strange runes were inscribed in the cover. The runes had been filled with silver ink, but much of it had faded away. I passed the book to Kazumi.

In one corner of the chest was a pouch filled with coins. I picked it up and examined it.

300 Gold Coins

One gold ring

One flawless garnet

I stood up and told the others what was in the pouch.

“Not bad,” Harvald said.

“We will put the books in Kazumi's pack and the pouch in storage,” I said.

Once we had stored the loot, we made our way back out of the ruined tower. Bernard was anxiously waiting for us next to the boat.

“I am relieved to see that all of you have returned safely. I was concerned that old Robert had turned himself into a lich when we saw those skeletons,” the orc said as he looked past us towards the ruined tower.

“Were you successful?” he added.

“Yes. We found Robert’s body, but he was long dead. Harvald has been poisoned by a zombie,” I said.

“We need to get back to Fairmarket so we can purchase an anti-poison potion,” Kazumi said worriedly.

“Zombie poison! Do not worry. I can heal him,” Bernard said as he walked over to the dwarf.

The orc’s hands glowed green and he laid them on Harvald’s shoulders. Bernard held them there for a minute before stepping away. Harvald began to cough. The dwarf took a few steps away from us and then retched. He began vomiting a putrid green liquid. Once he had finished, he spat a few times to clear his mouth.

“Thank you,” Harvald said to Bernard.

“Think nothing of it. Let us head back to Fairmarket and you can tell me what you found in the tower,” Bernard said.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Bernard locked the door of his shop and then walked over to the store’s counter. I handed him the book with the silver runes. He looked at it in awe as he delicately leafed through the brittle pages.

“These are high elven runes! Truly a rare find!” the orc said.

He sat the tome on the counter. I handed him the book with the embossed skull. Bernard frowned as he looked at it. The orc turned the book over and examined some small symbols carved on the back. Then he examined the spine of the book. He did not open the book.

“A Tomb Book. Potentially dangerous to those not skilled in the Necromantic arts,” Bernard said as he sat the book aside.

“Do you think the wizard was killed by one of these kinds of books?” I asked.

“Perhaps. The tower ruins were guarded by skeleton soldiers and zombies. This would indicate that he had at least an intermediate knowledge of Necromancy. It is possible that the book that killed him was a Tome of Dark Arts,” the orc explained.

“The book may have been protected by a curse,” Kazumi added.

“Indeed. Arcane Tomes are dangerous. That is why I am hesitant to open the Tomb Book without proper wards in place,” Bernard said as he carefully laid the book aside.

“Are you pleased with the books we were able to retrieve for you?” I asked.

The orc gave me a big smile, showing off his chipped canine.

“Yes, yes! The High Elven spellbook will fetch a very high price. The Tomb Book may bring an even higher price once I am able to get it to the right people,” Bernard replied.

“Thank you, Quester,” He added as he held his palms out towards me.

The reward bag appeared a moment later. I took the bag from Bernard and reached inside of it.

I pulled out a pouch with 250 coins and a silver ring before passing it to the others. Nikita pulled out a pouch with 105 gold and a potion of healing. Kazumi also had a pouch of 105 gold and a potion. The elf’s however, was a potion of mana regeneration. Harvald’s coin pouch only had 35 gold in it, but he also pulled out a silver ring.

Once Harvald had pulled out his reward, the bag faded away.

“I hope that the gods have been generous to you,” Bernard said.

“I’m glad we were able to complete your quest satisfactorily,” I said.

“Should you ever need any spellbooks or staves, I will always give you a fair price,” Bernard said.

We returned to the inn and headed up to my room.

“I finally leveled up!” Nikita said excitedly.

Kazumi clapped her hands in delight at her friend’s news.

“I received a nice boost,” Harvald said with a satisfied nod.

“I am well on my way to the next level. What kind of rings did you receive?” Kazumi asked.

“I didn’t get much gold, but my new ring is a Ring of Striking! 15% more damage added to successful hits,” Harvald answered with a satisfied smile.

I looked at my stats. I was also getting close to leveling up. If we had some decent random encounters as we continued travelling, I could level up before facing Skeg. Then I examined my new ring.

“It’s a Ring of Discovery. The wearer receives a 10% bonus towards the chance of discovering traps, hidden doors, or hidden rooms,” I said.

“Its not something you will use often, but it could be a big help in certain situations,” Nikita said.

“Val could always swap rings if he gets another ring that has, for example, an attack or defense bonus. Then, if he is searching for traps, he could switch rings,” Kazumi explained.

“How many rings can I wear at the same time?” I asked.

“Only one on each hand, otherwise the magics interfere and cancel each other out,” Kazumi explained.

That was good to know. I supposed that I could keep spare rings in my pocket during an adventure and swap them as needed.

“Are there any wagons to Breakhold from here?” I asked Nikita.

“As far as I remember, not directly. We can ask at the market,” she replied.

“Let’s eat some lunch downstairs and then we can check on transportation,” I said to them.

I heard Harvald’s stomach grumbling.

“I’m famished,” the dwarf said with a laugh.

“Me too! Healing uses up a lot of the body's energy,” Kazumi added.

After eating lunch, we walked over to the market. I asked one of the city guards and he directed us to the merchants' association.

“There are no wagons heading to Breakhold, but there are wagons that head to Stokes every week. That will take you in the right direction,” the woman at the merchants' association explained as she pointed to a map on the wall behind her.

“To the northwest of Stokes is the village of Balden Row in Buckwald,” her finger traced a road and pointed to a settlement. A narrow section of land that was part of Buckwald territory separated the lands of Breakhold from the lands of Fairmarket.

“If you take the north road out of Balden Row, you will reach Breakhold lands and the village of Culham. The road continues on to Breakhold proper,” she added.

“How long is the journey to Stokes?” Kazumi asked the merchant.

“Two days,” she replied.

“When do the next wagons leave?” Nikita asked

The merchant glanced down at her journal.

“The next leave in the morning,” she said.

“Excellent! We will need passage for four people,” Nikita said.

“We should spend the rest of the afternoon upgrading our equipment,” I said as we left the merchant’s office.

“I doubt we will find a better selection to choose from on the way to Breakhold,” Kazumi said.

“There certainly are many merchants to choose from here,” Harvald said with a nod.

“We should sell the loot that we picked up doing Baron Frank’s quest,” Nikita said.

“And the loot from the wizard’s island,” Kazumi added.

We returned to the Inn so we could sort out what we had to sell today. There were one hundred of the unusual gold coins we had found in the wight’s tomb. There were also 3 rubies, 2 saphires and the gold crown. The pouch from the island contained 300 coins, a flawless garnet and a non-magical gold ring.

Our first stop was a jewelry shop. I was able to negotiate good prices for the gems- 95 for the garnet, 285 for the three rubies and 370 for the sapphires. The jeweler, an older elven woman, gave me 200 gold for the old crown and 40 for the gold ring.

“These coins are quite unusual. I have never seen anything quite like them,” the jeweler said as she scrutinized one of the large gold coins from the wight’s tomb.

“What are they worth?” I asked.

She frowned in thought.

“They are larger than a regular coin. But merchants would be leery of accepting them, fearing they may be alloyed with other metals. Their best use would be to melt them down and make jewelry with them. How many do you have?” she asked.

“We have 100 of the coins,” I replied.

She thought for a long moment.

“The best I can offer is 60 for the lot,” she said.

“60! But they are larger than normal coins!” Nikita said angrily.

The elf frowned at her.

“Yes, but they have no use as coins around here. I will have to take the time to melt them down and fashion them into something I can sell,” she explained patiently.

“What do you think?” I asked the team.

“If I may make a suggestion?” the jeweler said before anyone else spoke.

“Yes?” I replied.

“These coins are obviously very old and very unique. If you travel to any of the large cities, there may be collectors there that would offer you a better price than I can,” she explained with a smile.

“I appreciate your honesty. We will hold onto the coins for now,” I said.

The elf nodded and handed me the old coin back. She paid us 990 gold for the gems and jewelry, and we headed out to buy some gear.

Our first stop was a shop specializing in magical gear. A Novice Ring of Health for Kazumi cost us 503 gold pieces.

“This adds 30 points to my health!” Kazumi said as she gazed at the new silver ring with a garnet gemstone on her finger.

Our final stop was a blacksmith’s shop. Scaled linen armor and an elven helmet for Nikita cost us 444 gold. The smith purchased her old leather armor and leather helmet for 185 gold.

I had agreed to try on steel armor and steel gauntlets. The team assured me that with my strength and dexterity, I would still be light on my feet, even while wearing heavy armor.

I was surprised that the steel didn’t feel overly burdensome. It was certainly heavier than the leather. I tested my mobility by swinging my arms and jogging around the smith’s shop. I felt a little less mobile, but that would be offset by the significant gain in protection that the steel armor and gauntlets would provide.

“You’re right, the steel armor feels good,” I said to them.

The upgrade wasn’t cheap, costing 857 gold. But the team insisted that I upgrade.

“You have the least amount of health points. We need to keep you alive so we can keep those sweet rewards coming!” Harvald said with a laugh.

My leather armor and dwarven mail gauntlets sold for 179 gold. Our final stop was a potion makers shop. We purchased a Potion of Cure Poison for 40 gold. After what had happened to Harvald, we figured it would be good to have one of those handy.

Once we had finalized our purchases we headed back to the inn for dinner and a good night's sleep before we started the next leg of our journey.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


The ride to Stokes was uneventful. The road passed through farmland near Fairmarket before passing through patches of woods. The King of Fairmarket kept the roads well patrolled and the trees were kept cut back so travelers had time to react should any danger come from the woods.

The town of Stokes seemed like a smaller version of Fairmarket. Stokes had similar stone walls and a gate with red and white banners. The square didn’t have a large market. Instead, there were a few carts and small stands where merchants sold their wares. Some of the buildings near the square contained merchants' shops.

It was midafternoon when we arrived. We took rooms at the Stokes Inn. The innkeeper said the journey to Balden Row should take three days on foot. The next morning, we ate a hot breakfast and then headed north.

The second morning out of Stokes, we passed a watchtower flying the red and white of Fairmarket.

“How’s the road to Balden Row?” I asked one of the guards.

“Travelers are reporting increased wolf activity. Be careful out there,” the guard replied.

I thanked her and we continued on. A short distance past the tower, I noticed that this section of road was poorly maintained, and the trees were no longer cut back from the road.

“It looks like Buckwald doesn't take care of their lands the way Fairmarket does,” I said.

“We haven’t seen a Buckwald watchtower either,” Harvald remarked.

“I think that Balden Row is a half-forgotten village for the Duke of Buckwald. It is far from the rest of his towns,” Nikita remarked.

An hour later, we passed a couple of orc warriors on their way to Fairmarket. They reported that they had been attacked by wolves the previous day. Late in the afternoon we were attacked by three random wolves. We dispatched them quickly.

“I wonder what is causing the increased wolf attacks?” I said as I wiped my blade on one of the dead wolves.

“The gods work in mysterious ways,” Nikita said with a shrug.

“Sometimes a certain type of random encounter just seems to happen more frequently for a short period of time,” Kazumi said.

“I will take wolves over trolls or dragons appearing with more frequency,” the dwarf said.

As we walked along the road, we heard the howling of wolves twice more. We did not see them.

We reached Balden Row on the third morning. Balden Row was surrounded by a wooden palisade. It reminded me of Groff, the first village we had found in Hochwald. Plain orange flags flew over the gate.

“What is your business in Balden Row?” one of the guards asked as we approached. She was wearing an orange tunic over her armor.

“We are passing through on our way to Breakhold,” Nikita said.

The guard nodded.

“Stay out of trouble,” she said and waved us through the gate.

The local inn was called the Wandering Cow. The sign was painted with a simple drawing of a forlorn looking cow. As we climbed the steps to the inn’s porch, I noticed a large piece of paper posted next to the front door of the inn.

Duke’s Bounty

Duke Geron of Buckwald seeks brave adventurers to find and slay a troll in the woods east of Balden Row. The rogue troll threatens travelers on the road to Buckwald Town. The reward is 300 Gold. See Captain Jeeves for more details.

“I shouldn’t have mentioned trolls the other day,” Harvald said with a rueful shake of his head.

“We don’t have time to hunt for trolls,” Nikita said with a frown as she saw my brain working.

“It is 300 gold though,” Kazumi said.

“While the gold is tempting, Nikita is right. We don’t know how long it would take to find the troll. Or what kind of other dangers we would encounter. We need to take care of Nikita’s problem so we can move on to the Gypsy Queen’s quest,” I said.

Nikita nodded.

We rented a couple of rooms for the night. After lunch, we met in the girls’ room.

“This might be our last chance to sleep in a real bed for a while. Kazumi and I can’t afford to go into the village of Culham. Skeg may have a bounty on me. He knows that Kazumi is my friend, so there may be a bounty on her as well. There might be someone there that would recognize us,” Nikita said.

“Harvald and I will go into Culham and see what we can learn about the current situation in Breakhold. Nikita and Kazumi can sneak around and meet us on the other side of the town,” I said.

“This might be our last chance to buy any supplies. Any suggestions as to what we may need?” I added.

“We should buy some more food. That way we don’t have to waste time hunting,” Kazumi said.

“Some ropes could come in handy. Especially if we need to climb out of a building or down a wall,” Harvald said.

Balden Row had a decent sized trader’s shop. We bought some more food and a couple of ropes. I bought a few more arrows.

The next morning, we headed out after breakfast. Late in the morning we heard the yapping of wolves. I caught a glimpse of them chasing a stag through the woods to our left.

The next day, as twilight fell, I saw a lone rider approaching us. As he drew closer, Kazumi called out a warning.

“Remnant Rider!” the elf yelled.

Her keen eyes must have noticed something. I wondered what a remnant rider was.

“Damn it!” Nikita hissed.

“This should be interesting,” Harvald said grimly as he readied his shield and waraxe.

I wished I had time to retrieve my bow from Nikita’s storage, but the approaching rider broke into a gallop and closed the distance between us quickly.

The remnant rider was dressed in black armor on a black steed. I could see the horse's red eyes glowing in the fading light as it got closer. The rider's eyes also glowed red through slits in his black helmet.

“I’ll meet him head on with my shield, you two hit him from the side!” Harvald said as he jumped forward and braced for a blow from the rider's mace. Nikita moved to the right, and I drew my sword and circled to the left. Vines snaked forward from Kazumi’s staff, ready to strike at the rider and the horse.

As the rider closed with us, I saw that he was armed with a spiked mace. The horse had jagged fangs in its mouth instead of teeth. The black horse leaped into the air and Harvald had to dive to the side to avoid being hit by the hooves. The rider swung his mace towards my head, and I blocked the blow with my blade. The sound of metal striking metal rang out.

Nikita slashed at the horse's belly as it sailed past her. Kazumi ran to her right to avoid the onrushing rider. The remnant landed behind us and wheeled his horse around. He charged again.

I guessed that he would try another leaping attack, so I sprinted towards him, grasping Hawkblade with both hands. As the horse began its jump, my blade smashed into its left foreleg, shearing through the bone.

The monstrous horse let out a piercing shriek as it crashed into the ground near Harvald. The rider rolled off the horse and sprang to his feet. The remnant grasped his mace with both hands and began advancing towards Nikita and Kazumi.

The black horse rolled to its belly and tried to stand on three legs. No blood was coming from its wound. As Harvald moved in to strike it, the horse reached out its head and tried to bite him with its sharp fangs.

Kazumi’s vines began to wrap around the remnant as I ran to help Nikita. The remnant began smashing his mace down on the vines, snapping them. The momentary distraction gave Nikita an opening and she stabbed the creature’s arm with her longsword. A sheen of ice formed up and down the remnant’s arm.

Harvald blocked the horse’s attack with his shield and then countered with a swing of his waraxe. The blow caught the monster’s head, cracking its armor and staggering it. Pressing his advantage, Harvald began raining blows on the horse’s head. The monster tried to regain its balance, but it stumbled to the ground.

The remnant freed itself from the vines and shifted to a one-handed grip just in time to parry another blow from Nikita. It pushed its mace forward into her sword as it blocked her next swing, causing her to take a few steps back. Taking a cue from the remnant’s attack, I leaped into the air, swinging my sword down in a powerful blow towards the remnant's head.

Too late, the creature tried to parry my sword. Hawkblade smashed into the remnant’s helmet, splitting it open. I crashed into him, and we both tumbled to the ground. My dexterity allowed me to quickly roll to my feet.

The remnant rose to his knees as his helmet fell to the ground, split into two pieces. A red eyed skull grinned evilly at me. From the corner of my eye, I could see Harvald repeatedly smashing his waraxe into the horse’s head as it lay at his feet.

Vines snaked around the remnant’s arm and his mace. Its skull turned to look at Kazumi just as Nikita charged forward and drove the point of her sword into its face. The blade smashed through the nasal cavity before driving through and breaking out of the back of the monster’s head. The red lights in its eye sockets faded away.

“Is taking out the head the only way to kill these things?” I asked as I walked over to Nikita.

“In general, yes. A powerful mage could destroy it with spell attacks,” Nikita replied.

“Think of them as a more powerful version of the skeleton soldiers we have battled,” Harvald said as he walked over to look at the remnant’s body.

“A remnant is not the kind of thing you want to face alone unless you are a very high-level mage or warrior,” Kazumi added.

“Was it a random encounter sent by the gods?” I asked.

“Most likely, yes,” Nikita said.

“Remnants are normally only found guarding tombs and graveyards. From what we have seen on Edmund’s Isle, the remnant riders seem to be encounters sent by the gods to test travelers on the roadways,” Harvald added.

“Do we keep his mace?” I asked as I reached down for it.

“No!” all three of them yelled at the same time.

I paused my motion and looked at them.

“A remnant’s weapon is cursed. Don’t touch it,” Kazumi explained.

“Leave him lay. I will check the horse. Normally there is a pouch attached to the saddle with a reward for defeating the creature,” Harvald said.

Harvald found a pouch containing 150 gold coins. Kazumi’s staff lit the way for us, and we continued down the road for another mile before setting up a campfire and resting for the evening.

My red notification light had been blinking since our encounter. As I lay down to sleep on my mat, I pulled up my screens.

Achievement Reached

Level 6 Unlocked

Status

Health: 125/125

Mana: 75/75

Stamina: 125/125

Level: 6

Experience: 1233

Points to next level: 567

Attack: 20 (33)

(Hawkblade +13)

(Iron Dagger + 4)

(Standard Bow +6)

(Iron Arrow +8)

Defense: 20 (102)

(Steel Armor +40)

(Steel Helmet +17)

(Steel Gauntlets +14)

(Scaled Lined Boots +9)

(Tunic +1)

(Leggings +1)

I still had a long way to go, but I was pleased with my growth and progress. Upgrading to steel armor had significantly increased my defense stat. I had a feeling that I would need it against Baron Skeg and his soldiers.

Early the next morning, we saw a watchtower in the distance.

“That tower marks the beginning of Breakhold territory. The guards there may be looking for Kazumi and me,” Nikita said as she gazed at the tower.

We left the road and made our way into the woods and carefully circled around the watchtower. The woods here were cut well back from the road, so we had to take a wide berth to avoid being seen. At one point we startled a large stag. It pawed the ground and stared at us for a few moments before running off.

We returned to the road once we had put distance between us and the tower, losing sight of it after cresting a hill. A few hours later, we could see whisps of smoke rising in the distance. As we reached the top of another hill, we could see a village a couple of miles ahead of us. The smoke was rising from some of the building’s chimneys.

“Kazumi and I will camp over there. We can make our way around the village and meet you on the other side in the morning,” Nikita said as she pointed to the woods west of Culham.

“Right. Harvald and I will see if we can find out any news about the situation in Breakhold,” I said.

“I need to know if Skeg has made a move against my cousin,” Nikita added with a worried look.

“We will find out all that we can,” I replied.

“Be careful, I don’t want anything to happen to you two,” I added.

“We survived just fine before we met you!” Nikita smiled as she crossed her arms under her breasts.

“We made it all the way to Kidochu and rescued you from the temple,” Kazumi added, her blue eyes glittering with mirth in the early afternoon light.

“You also lost three members of your party,” I reminded them.

That wiped the smiles off their faces and sobered them up.

“I only bring that up because I don't want anything to happen to either of you. We are a team now. We are bonded together. Don’t take any unnecessary risks and try to avoid any random encounters the best you can,” I explained.

“Remember your cover story. The dwarven town is called Dunkiln,” Nikita reminded us.

We nodded and the girls turned and then headed towards the woods to look for a suitable campsite. Once they had disappeared in the trees, Harvald and I made our way towards Culham.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Culham was about the same size as Balden Row. The village had a wooden wall with a couple of guard towers. It was built to the right of the road with only one entrance.

There were two guards stationed on either side of the open gate. An archer in each of the towers watched us warily. Their arrows were nocked, but not drawn.

“What is your business, travelers?” One of the guards asked as we approached the gate.

“Just passing through. We are heading to Dunkiln, to visit my cousin” Harvald said.

Dunkiln was a dwarven town in the hills north of Breakhold. Nikita and Kazumi had come up with a cover story for us in case anyone questioned why we were traveling to Breakhold.

“Are you adventurers?” the guard asked.

“Why do you ask?” Harvald replied with a frown.

“If you are, and are looking to earn some extra coin, Earl Skeg is hiring warriors for a short campaign he plans to launch soon,” the Guard said.

“How far away is the Earl going to need warriors to travel?” I asked curiously.

“Not far. He has an issue with the Earl of Wenden. Earl Skeg plans on teaching him a lesson he will never forget, if you know what I mean,” the guard said with a wink.

“We will think about it,” Harvald said.

“You will have to pass through Breakhold on your way to Dunkiln. You can ask the guards there about the campaign,” he added as he waved us through the gates.

The village of Culham was typical of the other small villages I had seen in Nemet. A central tower provided defense. There was an inn and a merchant trader’s shop. I saw a blacksmith's workshop. This village also had a shop with a sign that said, “Henrietta the Herbalist.”

“What is an herbalist's shop?” I asked Harvald.

“Just another fancy way of saying they make potions and such,” Harvald said.

The inn was called The Culham Waystop. We took a room there for the night.

Once we had deposited our packs in the room, we went back downstairs and sat at a table in the inn’s great room. We ordered a couple of beers. A young man was playing a lute in one corner of the room. A couple of orcs were sitting at the bar. A few other patrons were sitting at tables in groups of two or three.

I noticed that all the customers were huddled over their beers, speaking quietly amongst themselves. The men or women would occasionally cast glances at everyone else in the inn.

“Everyone seems uneasy,” I said quietly to Harvald.

“Aye. And no wonder. The Earl has been murdered and a new lord is in charge. People don’t like change, especially when it's a sudden surprise,” the dwarf replied and then took a sip of his beer.

We sat there for a bit and then Harvald stood up and walked over to the young man playing the lute. Harvald said something to the musician who nodded. I saw Harvald hand him a coin before he returned to our table.

“I asked him if he knew any dwarvish folk songs. He knows a few,” Harvald explained.

The lutist played a few mournful songs that described wonderous caverns and lost loves. Harvald motioned the server over and paid her to give the lutist a beer. The young man nodded in thanks and played a few more songs

“Musicians often have the gift of gab,” Harvald whispered to me.

When the lutist took his break, he walked over and asked if he could join us. I noticed that the young man walked with a limp and his lower right leg was bandaged.

“Have a seat. We are enjoying your music,” I said as I indicated the open chair between Harvald and me.

“Thank you,” the young man said as he sat down. I motioned for the server to bring us another round of beers.

“Are you heading to or from Breakhold?” the lutist asked.

“We are on our way to Dunkiln. I have kinfolk there. We hear that there might be trouble in Breakhold. There is talk of war between Breakhold and Wenden,” Harvald replied.

The lutist nodded. He looked over his shoulder before leaning towards us and speaking in a low voice.

“Baron Skeg has recently taken over Breakhold. He killed the old Earl and proclaimed himself the new Earl of Breakhold. I was in Breakhold when it happened. He had hoped to catch the Earl’s daughter at the castle, but she had left early to head back to her husband in Wenden. So now Skeg needs to march on Wenden to eliminate her and her family.

“A few weeks ago, Skeg started forcing citizens to join his army. At least the ones that didn’t have jobs that he deemed important like farmers and blacksmiths. I got out quickly. I tried to head north but I saw the guards at the watchtower force someone to join the army.

“I ran off before they could come after me. I made my way through the woods and fields towards Culham. I had the bad luck of being attacked by a wolf a few hours from here. It nearly killed me. I’ve been laid up here for the last week,” he explained as he pointed to his bandaged leg.

“I’m worried the sergeant here will try to conscript me once I am healed. I am working off the room and the healing potion that the innkeeper gave me. I plan on sneaking my way out in a few days. Cross the border to Buckwald and then make my way to Fairmarket,” the young man added.

“How do the people feel about Skeg?” I asked.

“The citizens are upset at this turn of events. They liked the old Earl. Skeg has a bad reputation for adding additional taxes. Some of the guards stayed and serve Skeg now. But a large group of guards loyal to the old earl fought their way out and joined his daughter in Wenden. I heard they set up defenses to block the mountain pass that leads from Breakhold to Wenden.

“Skeg needs to conquer Wenden to eliminate their claim to Breakhold. I hear he is preparing siege equipment so he can break through the defenses in the pass,” the lutist explained.

A couple of soldiers came in and sat down at the bar. The young man thanked us and went back to his stool and began playing music again. The lutist avoided us afterwards even though Harvald gave him a coin to play another dwarven ballad.

We ordered food and then took our time eating. A few more customers came in and sat down to eat and drink. I noticed most of the customers were older.

There were a few able-bodied men and woman in the great room. They wore the clothes of farmers. I wondered if the other young men and women of Culham had already been conscripted or if they had run away.

We left Culham early the next morning. The same guard from the day before was again stationed at the town gate.

“Remember what I said. The Earl will pay good coin for adventurers willing to fight for him,” the guard reiterated.

“Thank you, we will keep that in mind when we reach Breakhold,” I said.

As we travelled down the road, we kept an eye out for the girls.

The road curved to go around a rocky outcropping and the village was hidden from view. We walked another five minutes and I started to worry because we hadn’t seen any traces of them.

“I hope they are alright,” I said to Harvald as we walked down the road. I watched the left side and he was watching the right side of the road.

“They are competent fighters. I am sure they are fine,” Harvald said reassuringly.

I was growing fond of Kazumi and her bright blue eyes and warm smile. Nikita, well, she was a work in progress. She was distant and easy to anger, but I understood that she was under a lot of stress. Her parents had died and now the uncle who had taken her under his wing had been murdered.

I had a feeling that Nikita wouldn’t be able to relax until Skeg was killed and her cousin could take over Breakhold.

“Pssst!” someone called from the trees, startling both of us.

We had our weapons out in an instant, intently scanning the nearby trees. Neither of us saw anything.

Suddenly I heard laughter coming from some bushes next to a nearby tree. Women’s laughter.

“That’s a good disguise,” I said.

“We walked right by you,” Harvald added.

The vines around the bushes retreated and Nikita and Kazumi were revealed. They were laying down on the ground under a couple of bushes. The elf had grown vines over them which had hid them from view.

“It's a lot easier to hide two of us than three or four,” Kazumi said as she brushed the dirt off her hands and cloak.

“We could have easily ambushed you,” Nikita said as she also stood up.

“I’m sure you could have. After all, who expects to be ambushed by two beautiful women when they are taking a peaceful stroll down a road,” I said with a grin.

The elf blushed, but Nikita just frowned at me. One of these days I was going to get her to smile at me instead of glaring at me. I was sure of it. I just needed time.

As we walked down the road, I told the girls what the guard had told us about Skeg looking for men for his army. I then gave them the information that the lute player had given us about the current situation.

"So he is calling himself the Earl of Breakhold now? My cousin Elise is the rightful ruler now as the Countess of Breakhold!" Nikita said angrily.

"It sounds like he has not attacked my cousin yet, so we are not too late,” Nikita added after a moment.

“What about the Earl of Wenden? Could he be of help in our mission?” I asked.

“The earl is old and he has never had many soldiers. His land protects an iron ore mine. There is only one road in and out of his territory in the hills. His men mainly deal with monsters that occasionally come down from higher up in the hills. The ore is valuable, but not valuable enough to attract bandits who want easier and more valuable goods to steal,” Nikita explained.

“I wonder if Skeg has his forces divided?” Harvald speculated.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“If we are lucky, he has sent some men to watch the road to Wenden. He had to send men to guard the other towns and watchtowers in case the soldiers there are loyal to the old earl,” Harvald explained.

“Assuming Skeg is at the castle, he may have only a small force with him. Or smaller than I had originally thought,” Nikita said.

“Maybe we can catch him outside of the castle and strike when there are few guards around,” Kazumi said.

“Skeg has been supplementing his forces with citizens he has conscripted. He is also trying to hire adventurers that are passing through his lands,” I said as I considered the situation.

“We won’t know how many men he has until we see them ourselves,” The dwarf added.

We spent the next hour in silence as we continued walking towards Breakhold.

“I have an idea,” I said and stopped walking.

The others turned to look at me.

“What is it?” Kazumi asked.

“It may sound a little crazy,” I said.

“Why does that not surprise me,” Nikita said with a frown.

“I am going to join Skeg’s army,” I said with a grin.

“What!” Kazumi said in surprise.

“You can’t be serious!” Nikita said.

Harvald looked at me for a moment. Then a smile slowly started across his face.

“I like it. I will join with you,” Harvald said with a nod.

The girls looked at each other and then at us.

“Have you both gone crazy?” Kazumi asked.

“I think you two must have had too much ale in Culham, your brains are still addled,” Nikita said as she shook her head.

I laughed.

“Hear me out,” I said.

Both women crossed their arms and waited for my explanation.

“Skeg is going to be surrounded by guards whether it is few or many. He is probably holed up in the castle. It would be difficult to get to him without a lot of luck and at a high risk to ourselves,” I began.

“Go on,” Kazumi said.

“If Val and I pretend to join Skeg’s army, we will be able to get inside the castle,” Harvald answered before I could continue.

“If we can get close to Skeg when he has only a few guards around, we will be able to kill him,” I said with a smile.

I saw a slew of emotions cross Nikita’s face.

“But what about Kazumi and me? We can’t join. Too many people will recognize us!” Nikita said in dismay.

“Besides, I have dreamed of the moment when I could kill Skeg myself and avenge my uncle!” she added angrily.

I gave her a moment to compose herself.

“What is more important to you, Nikita. Is it justice being served to Skeg or is it you personally killing him?” I asked.

Nikita chewed her lip. She started pacing back and forth for a few minutes. Finally, she took a deep breath.

“You are right. I can’t let my personal desires get in the way of killing Skeg and seeing my cousin safely in charge of Breakhold,” she said though I could see her eyes were still brimming with emotion.

I walked over and rested my hands on her shoulders.

“I promised you that I would help you avenge your uncle. This is what we are going to do. Harvald and I will join Skeg’s army. You and Kazumi will hide outside of the city. Once we have an understanding of where Skeg is and how many men he has, one of us will get word to you,” I said.

“And then what?” she said as her brown eyes looked into my eyes.

“In the middle of the night, you and Kazumi will cause a diversion. Some kind of fire or a pretend attack. Hopefully this will draw some of Skeg’s men away from the castle. Skeg will be at his weakest and Harvald and I will strike,” I said.

“But that is dangerous! I will not be there to help you or heal you!” Kazumi cried in a worried voice.

I gave her a smile.

“It is a risky undertaking, no doubt. But we need to strike before he moves on Wenden,” I said.

“It is a bold plan. Bold plans have a way of succeeding,” Harvald said with an approving nod.

I could see that the girls were not fully convinced.

“Let’s continue on. It is still a couple days walk to Breakhold. We can discuss the plan and see if we need to make any adjustments,” I said.

A few days later, as the sun was still rising in the east, we saw Breakhold in the distance. Just past the town, the road split. One fork led to the northeast and the other to the northwest.

Nikita pointed to a patch of woods to the west of the city walls, beyond a couple of farmhouses.

“Kazumi and I will set up a camp in the woods there. The guards tend to focus on the road and most are concentrated in the gate house, usually,” she explained.

“I will climb down the west wall in the middle of the night. My dexterity and some rope should make it easy, the walls don’t seem too high,” I said.

“What if you can’t find any rope?” Kazumi said worriedly.

“I will steal one from someplace,” I said with a shrug.

I saw Nikita chewing her lips. She took off her copper ring and held it out to me.

“Here, take my storage ring. There is the rope in there that we bought in Balden Row,” she said.

Her offer took me by surprise.

“I can’t take your prized possession. What if something happens to me? Your ring might wind up in Skeg’s hands,” I said.

“That’s why you need to take my ring- so that nothing bad happens to you,” she said fiercely.

I hesitated.

“You said to trust you. I do trust you Val. You have proven yourself to be a true companion. Take the ring. Just bring it, along with you and Harvald back safely,” she said.

I nodded and accepted the ring. I removed my Ring of Discovery and tucked it into my pocket. The storage ring seemed a little small for my finger, but as I slipped it on, it magically adjusted to fit me.

Nikita took a few moments to show me how to access the contents of the storage.

“Thank you. Look for me every night after midnight. I will come to the woods as soon as we understand Skeg’s situation. Then the next night, you two will cause a distraction and Harvald and I will strike,” I said.

I turned to go.

“Val! Wait!” Kazumi said.

As I turned towards her, she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me into a deep kiss. I wrapped my arms around her, savoring the feel of her body against mine.

“Be careful,” she said as she broke the kiss and stared into my eyes.

“I will,” I said.

“Bring my ring back safely,” Nikita said as she gave me a quick awkward hug.

I nodded. Even though we had made love, Nikita was still so awkward around me. It was another thing I wanted to change.

“You two stay hidden,” I said as I turned away again and headed down the road.

“Joining an enemy army so we can assassinate their leader. This should be interesting,” Harvald said with a chuckle as he walked alongside me.


Chapter Forty


We passed a few farms as we neared Breakhold. One of the farmhouses looked like it had been burned down. All that was left of the building was charred pieces of wood and soot-stained stone blocks.

Breakhold was a medium sized town. It was larger than places like Culham or Balden Row, but smaller than Hochwald or Deerbeck. The gates were closed. We stopped in front of the gatehouse and one of the guards on the battlements above addressed us.

“State your business, travelers,” the guard called out.

“We are on our way to Dunkiln. We were hoping to spend the night and buy some food for the rest of our journey,” Harvald said as he looked up at the guards watching us. They had red and black striped sashes across their armor.

“One moment,” the guard replied.

After a couple of minutes, the gate swung open enough to let us pass. The guard from the battlements was standing just inside.

“Are you adventurers?” the guard asked.

“Yes,” I answered

“Would you be interested in some work? Short term and high pay,” the man asked.

“High pay usually means high amounts of danger,” I replied.

“Earl Skeg is looking for fighters to join his campaign. We don’t expect the fighting to last for more than a few weeks,” the guard explained.

“Who do we talk to?” Harvald asked.

“Talk to Captain Henry at the castle,” the guard said and then he pointed towards a large keep near the center of town. We thanked him and made our way towards the castle.

The streets of Breakhold were eerily empty, with only a few townsfolk hurrying along, their faces etched with worry and fear. The people cast wary glances at us as they passed by, some even crossed the street to avoid us.

The buildings were made of the same timber and stone as the farmhouses we had passed outside of the town. A couple of the buildings were partially destroyed. Broken windows, charred timbers and soot blackened walls bore mute testament to the recent fighting that had gripped the town.

We passed through the town square on the way to the castle. The square was strangely deserted. The larger towns we had passed had merchant's carts and stalls with people coming and going as they purchased goods for their daily life. The few stalls around the square were empty. A smashed cart had been pushed to the side where its remains rested against a building.

A makeshift stage, made of crudely nailed together pieces of wood, had been erected in the middle of the square. A tattered red and black banner hung limply from a pole at the back of the stage.

We finally reached the castle gates. The castle also bore the scars of recent fighting. A pair of guards in battered armor were stationed at the castle’s entrance. They had red and black sashes across their chests.

“What do you want?” one of them asked gruffly as we approached.

“We heard that Captain Henry is looking for temporary recruits,” Harvald replied, matching the gruff tone of the guard.

The guard looked us up and down.

“Wait here,” he said and then he opened the castle gate and poked his head inside. I could hear him yell for someone to get Captain Henry. He then closed the gate and took up his original position next to the door where he proceeded to ignore us.

A few minutes later, the castle door opened and a man in chainmail armor stepped out. He glanced at us and then at the guard who had called for him. I assumed this was Captain Henry.

“What is it, Pavlo?” the man asked.

“Two adventurers want to ask about joining the campaign, Captain,” Pavlo replied and nodded towards us.

The captain looked us up and down.

“Adventurers, eh?” the captain said.

“Yes, sir,” Harvald replied.

“What brings you to these parts?” the captain asked.

“We are heading to Dunkiln. I have a cousin there,” Harvald explained.

“And you’re interested in earning some coin,” it was more a statement than a question.

“How long do you expect the campaign to take?” I asked.

“Not more than two weeks. We aim to capture Wenden, which is only a few days journey from here. The Earl expects little resistance from our enemy,” the captain explained.

I noticed that Pavlo smirked when the captain said they expected little resistance. The guard probably knew about the loyalists that had joined Wenden’s army. The captain’s job was to sell an easy job to adventurers looking for quick money.

“The Earl is offering 20 gold per day. Plus, a 10 gold sign on bonus,” Captain Henry added.

Harvald let out a whistle.

“How dangerous is the campaign? That’s a good chunk of change the Earl is offering,” the dwarf asked.

“Shouldn’t be too bad. The earl has a couple of siege engines almost ready. He is offering top pay because he is in a hurry to finish his campaign to secure Wenden,” the captain explained.

Harvald looked towards me and nodded.

“I’d say my cousin can wait a few more weeks,” the dwarf said.

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Sounds like easy money,” I added.

The captain nodded and led us into the castle. A makeshift office had been set up near the entrance. Two guards were seated on chairs near a long table laden with wooden boxes. He wrote down our names in a ledger and then handed us each the ten gold sign on bonus. He then handed us red and black sashes for us to wear.

The captain had one of the guards show us into the castle. The barracks for the men were in the back left of the first floor. He explained that the fancy folk used the upper floors as we walked by a staircase guarded by four soldiers.

He showed us a couple of barracks rooms with about thirty beds in each one. We chose the one that seemed less occupied and tossed our packs on beds near the door.

“You get breakfast, lunch and dinner here,” He explained as he showed us the kitchen and dining area. A few soldiers with red and black sashes were eating lunch.

“The armory is down that hall, but I see you already have weapons,” he added as he pointed to another hall.

“We have a meeting after breakfast and after dinner every day. Otherwise, we wait for the siege engines to be done. You’re free to wander the town while we wait,” the guard said and then he left us.

“Well, getting into the castle was easy enough,” Harvald said quietly.

“Now we need to figure out where Skeg is,” I replied.

We had a quick lunch and then tried to explore the castle. The guards wouldn’t let us upstairs.

“No one is allowed upstairs without the Earl or the Captain’s orders,” one of them said as he placed his hand on the pommel of his sword.

We nodded and then headed outside.

“Let's wander around the town and see how many men he has here,” I said once we were out of earshot of the guards by the castle entrance.

In addition to the six guards at the gatehouse, we counted another six on the walls. There were about another dozen in the barracks area, and we saw two patrols of two guards each in the town.

We saw another dozen hired soldiers in mismatched gear. None of them seemed like adventurers. These soldiers had the sullen look of men being conscripted against their will. There were also the dozen or so guards we had seen inside the castle, and an unknown number with Skeg.

After we had eaten dinner, the captain called us to a meeting out in the castle courtyard. A small platform stood across from us. A pair of red and black banners hung from poles at the back of the platform and stirred in the gentle evening breeze.

The captain had us line up in two groups. The larger group was made up of the dozen of Skeg's men who seemed to be the usual number in the castle. The other group was the dozen conscripts. We stood at the back of the conscript group.

After a few minutes, an older man with a close-cropped gray beard, flanked by two guards walked over to a small platform across from us. He wore black and red chainmail armor. A two-handed sword was strapped on his back. Sharp brown eyes looked over us after he stepped onto the platform.

“I anticipate that we will be marching on Wenden in three days. Stand ready. Be prepared. We will prevail and we will usher in a new era of prosperity for Breakhold,” the man said. He had to be Baron Skeg.

I couldn't bring myself to think of him as an Earl. He had murdered Nikita's uncle and wrongly claimed the title. My eyes narrowed as I gazed at him. Soon he would pay for his actions.

The soldiers were strangely quiet. The only sound was the gentle rustling of the banners. Skeg turned and headed back to the castle. I glanced at Harvald. The dwarf had found the meeting as odd as I had.

“You heard the Earl. Be packed and ready two days from now. Be ready to march early on the morning on the third day,” the captain said and dismissed us.

Harvald and I hung back as everyone else left the courtyard.

“I need to get out of the city tonight to speak with the girls. We must strike tomorrow. The following day will be busy with preparations and the guards will be on edge. On the third day we will be out in the field and Skeg will be surrounded by all of his men. I don’t think we will be able to surprise him with a distraction on the road and we will not be able to coordinate with the girls,” I spoke my thoughts out loud.

“Aye, we have to make our move tomorrow,” Harvald agreed.

In the middle of the night, I snuck out of the barracks and the castle. I was glad that I had used some of my bonus points to increase my dexterity. With my enhanced sneaking, I was able to move like a shadow.

I made my way to the walls. Once I reached the top, I noticed a guard sleeping with his back to the wall about twenty feet away from me. I found a secluded area where the moon was casting long shadows from the castle over the walls.

I used Nikita’s ring and pulled out a rope. I tied the rope around a battlement and quickly scurried down.

I ran low, past the farmhouses towards the nearby woods west of Breakhold. I hoped it wouldn’t take long to find the girls.

After about fifteen minutes, I slowed down as I reached the edge of the tree line.

“Psst!” I heard someone hiss. I crouched and drew my sword.

“Val, it’s us!” I heard Kazumi say.

The girls peeked out from a pair of nearby trees.

“We saw you running towards the woods. We didn’t expect to see you on the first night!” Nikita whispered excitedly.

“Is everything all right?” Kazumi asked as I sheathed my sword and hurried over to where they were standing.

I spoke softly, even though the nearest farmhouse was some distance away.

“We have to attack tomorrow night,” I said.

“What! Why?” Kazumi asked.

“Skeg is moving out with his new siege equipment three mornings from now. It will be too difficult to get him when we are on the road. We need to end this now,” I explained.

“Agreed. The sooner the better,” Nikita said as she nodded her head.

“Have you had enough time to plan your move?” Kazumi asked worriedly.

“Not yet, something will come to me,” I said with a shrug.

“Val!” the elf said worriedly.

“I need to get back before the guards find my rope. Remember, we need a distraction tomorrow night!” I said and then I took off, hurrying back to the town.

“Be careful!” I heard them whisper in unison.

I reached the wall a short time later. My rope was still there. I climbed back up, pausing at the top to listen. Not hearing anything I rolled over the top. The guard was still sleeping. I quickly undid the rope, wrapping it up and made my way to the steps. I hid in an alley near the steps and quickly put the rope away.

I made my way back to the castle and back to bed. I smiled as I heard Harvald gently snoring in the next bed. He had said he wouldn’t be able to sleep until I returned safely.
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The next day, Harvald went out into the town to see if he could pick up any news or rumors while I took a nap to catch up on my sleep. When I woke up, I headed to the kitchen to see if I could grab some lunch.

Everyone must have already eaten, and the cooks were starting to clean up. One of the cooks, an older woman, handed me a plate with some meat, a hunk of crusty bread and some slices of cheese.

As I finished, I saw the cook who had made me the plate of food struggling with a large bucket filled with refuse.

“Do you need help with that?” I asked as I hurried over and took the bucket from her.

The woman looked up at me gratefully.

“Thank you. None of Skeg’s men ever help. The old earl’s men helped a woman in need,” she said.

The cook led me out a back door and I tossed the contents of the bucket onto a refuse pile next to the stables. As we walked back into the castle, I noticed an open door that led to a landing with steps heading upstairs.

“Where does that lead to?” I asked.

“To the main kitchen upstairs. I need to go up to get the refuse there,” she said.

“Do you want help? I have nothing else to do,” I said.

“Bless you, young man,” she said.

She led the way up the steps. On the next floor was a larger version of the downstairs kitchen. I held the bucket while she tossed in the garbage.

“Is that it?” I asked as she started walking back towards the stairs.

“Not many people up here right now. Some of the servants were killed on that black day that Skeg murdered the old lord. Others ran away. It's just Skeg, a few clerks he brought with him from Linburg and a handful of soldiers,” the woman explained.

Hope rose in my chest.

I had found a way to the upstairs and had an idea of how many men might be up here. I followed the woman downstairs.

When we reached the first floor, she closed and locked the door. It looked like a simple lock, and I was confident that I would be able to pick it with my lockpicks tonight.

I took the bucket outside and tossed the refuse onto the pile. The cook didn’t need any more help so I went in search of Harvald to tell him the news of my discovery.


Chapter Forty-One


“We are under attack! Enemies outside the walls!” I smiled as I heard the commotion.

Soldiers and conscripts jumped out of their beds and started getting hastily dressed, grabbing their weapons and rushing out.

Harvald and I were a little slower than the others. Once it was only the dwarf and me in the room, I opened Nikita’s storage and tossed our packs in. Harvald and I headed towards the kitchen.

The kitchen was empty. A lone lantern dimly lit the room.

We made our way to the locked door in the back. I took some lockpicks out of my pocket. In my excitement, I broke the first two.

“Calm down lad,” Harvald said and laid a reassuring hand on my shoulder. I took a deep breath and focused. A moment later the lock clicked open.

We climbed up the steps to the upper kitchen. I went to the door and looked out into the dining room. It was empty. I could hear someone shouting in the distance.

Harvald and I crept forward. I peeked out into the hallway that led to the dining room. The hall led to an open area.

I could see Baron Skeg standing with a group of men. He was wearing his armor. A couple of the men were dressed in simple clothes, but four were soldiers.

“Find out what is going on and then report back to me. I will wait in the throne room,” Skeg was saying.

The two men who had the look of clerks headed out, each followed by one of the guards. Skeg and the remaining two guards disappeared to the left. We crept down the hallway. It led us to an open area near the main staircase.

Ahead was another hallway. To the left was another hall. To the right were a pair of stout doors that were currently open.

I motioned for Harvald to wait as I snuck into the open area. My dexterity and my Ring of Stealth would give me a better chance to stay undetected.

The hall to the left was empty. To my right, the open doors led to the broad staircase that led to the first floor.

The usual four guards were standing at the bottom, but their attention was focused outwards. I could hear shouting from somewhere downstairs.

“Let’s close these doors. The guards will assume Skeg wanted them closed,” I whispered to Harvald.

The dwarf came over and we pushed the doors closed. The doors were well oiled and barely made a sound. The back of one of the doors had a large wooden bar that we were able to swing down into brackets attached to the door’s backs.

“That should slow them down if Skeg calls for help,” Harvald said with a satisfied nod.

I nodded and we headed down the hallway that Skeg and his guards had gone down. Small paintings in gilded frames lined the walls of the hall. After about thirty feet, another hallway branched to the right. A guard walked around the corner and almost ran into us.

“What are you two doing here?” he said as he took in our black and red sashes.

“Captain Henry sent us to help the Earl,” I said.

“Help with what?” he asked.

“He wants us to hide that painting,” I said and pointed towards the end of the hall. As I did so I walked closer to the guard.

The guard followed my finger and turned to look down the hallway in confusion. As he did so, I drew my dagger in a swift motion and plunged it into the side of his neck while I covered his mouth with my other hand.

The guard struggled for a brief moment and then I quietly laid his body down on the ground.

“That was some quick thinking,” Harvald said softly as I wiped my blade on the dead guard’s tunic.

We turned down the hall that the guard had come from. I could see a pair of double doors ahead. One of them was open. We carefully approached them, and I peeked around the closed door.

We had found the throne room. A strip of red carpet led to another door ahead of me. Halfway down, another red carpet led to my right between rows of benches to a raised platform about forty feet away. I glimpsed an ornately carved wooden chair sitting on the platform. Wooden columns rose up to support a high ceiling that was painted sky blue with depictions of clouds and fanciful birds.

My view was obscured by one of the wooden pillars, but I was sure, from the bit of armor that I could see, that it was Skeg sitting on the throne talking to a clerk. Behind the throne were two guards, one on either side. Their attention was focused on the clerk.

I turned and told Harvald the situation. Then I activated Nikita’s storage ring and took out my bow and quiver.

“I don't have a clear shot at Skeg. I will try to take out at least one of his guards so we can even the odds,” I explained.

The dwarf nodded.

“I will kneel in the doorway and shoot one of the guards. Hopefully I can hit both of them before they reach us. You hide behind the closed door. When they charge, I will back away from the opening and you can catch the first man through the doorway by surprise,” I said. I nocked an arrow to my bowstring as Harvald took his position and readied his waraxe and shield.

I crept to the doorway and knelt down to provide a more stable base. I slowly moved into the opening, aiming down the arrow as I pulled it to my cheek. I was in luck; the guards were still focused on the clerk. The guard on the left was partially obscured by the clerk and the column, so I focused on the right guard. I aimed for the man's head, confident in my archery skill. I let the arrow fly, and it found its mark, hitting the guard below his left eye. The guard spun around from the force of the blow, falling to the ground, killed by a critical hit.

I nocked another arrow and let fly at the second guard as Skeg stood up and drew his greatsword. The clerk moved back in shock at the first guard's death, right into the path of my arrow. The arrow caught him in the shoulder, and he fell to the ground crying out in pain.

I readied another arrow as the guard and Skeg charged towards me, leaping over the benches to reach us. I fired another arrow, this one caught the guard in his upper left arm, but it was a glancing blow that only nicked his arm. He held a longsword in his other hand.

I tossed my bow aside and drew Hawkblade. As the guard approached, I took a couple of steps back.

The guard stepped through the doorway and Harvald smashed his waraxe into the man's helmet. The guard staggered, stunned. I leapt forward and pierced him with Hawkblade, the sword slicing through his chainmail and driving into his chest.

As I pulled my sword out, the closed door was shattered by Skeg’s greatsword, causing Harvald to stumble sideways as he fell back from the door. Skeg kicked his leg out and sent the remnants of the door flying towards us. Ignoring the debris, I dove forward, and my sword hit Skeg in the shoulder. He cried out in surprise as my sword drew blood as it partially pierced his thick chainmail coat.

Skeg jumped backwards. He then began backing up warily as he watched me and Harvald follow him into the room. I could see he was judging the odds, waiting to see how many of us were in the hallway. The throne room also gave him more room to swing his greatsword. I wanted to finish this quickly before more of his guards showed up.

“Guards! Assassins! To me! Guards!” Skeg bellowed out angrily. I hoped that there were no other guards nearby. I doubted the four on the steps could hear him with the doors closed.

Harvald let out a battle cry and charged, swinging his waraxe in an overhand blow. Skeg blocked it and the force of the block caused Harvald to stagger. The baron swung his greatsword at the dwarf and Harvald blocked with his shield. The force of the blow dented his shield and sent Harvald stumbling back a few steps. Skeg was strong.

I jumped forward and swung an overhead swing of my own before Skeg could follow up his attack on Harvald. The baron blocked my blow just as he had done with Harvald. But I was strong and the block didn’t stagger me.

As I expected, Skeg followed his block with a swing of his sword. I was expecting it and ducked under it as I dove to the side. Hawkblade dug into the baron’s armor as I went by tearing a rent in the side. His armor was strong and I didn’t feel like I had bit deep into his skin. I jumped to my feet and turned to face him again.

“Curse you!” the baron yelled as he swung his greatsword wildly at me.

I jumped to the side, but the tip of his sword caught my thigh, drawing blood and causing me to stumble. As Skeg moved towards me, Harvald smashed his waraxe into the baron’s back. Skeg stumbled forward a step and then brought his sword around in another wild swing.

The greatsword smashed into Harvald’s shield, sending him flying back with a grunt of pain. The dwarf crashed into one of the benches and fell to the ground. I looked down. I was bleeding, but not badly.

The baron walked towards Harvald.

“Skeg, today is your last day!” I yelled to get his attention.

Skeg spun to look at me.

“Assassin! Who sent you? Was it that bitch Elise and her husband?” he snarled as he charged towards me.

I waited till the last moment as Skeg swung his sword in an overhead blow towards me. He was quick, but I was quicker. I dove past him again as the sword smashed into the ground where I had been crouched a moment ago.

I expected him to spin around in a wild swing and he did. As I ducked, I slashed at his right leg. My blade gashed through the thinner mail there, cutting him above the knee. The baron cried out in anger and surprise. As I jumped back out of the reach of his sword, I saw frost forming up and down the baron's knee. I felt healing energy flow through the sword to my thigh.

Harvald darted in and hacked at the baron from the side before retreating again. The baron stumbled, unable to balance properly on his frozen leg. I pressed forward, raining blows with my sword as the baron tried to desperately block me.

I could see the fear in his eyes as he tried a desperate counter. The swing went wide, and I kicked at his other leg. The baron tumbled to the ground in a crash of metal on stone. I swung Hawkblade down on him and the baron desperately rolled, my blade just missing him.

The baron tried to get up as Harvald’s axe bit into his boot. The axe didn’t penetrate the armor, but I heard the sound of bone crunching.

Skeg swung his sword at me even as he was laying on the ground. As the blade hit the ground next to me, I stepped on his sword, pinning it to the ground. I then drove my blade into his throat. Skeg tried to curse at me as he choked on his own blood.

I felt a surge of healing energy flow through my blade into my body as Skeg died. I took a deep breath. He was a tough opponent. I felt a sense of relief... Nikita was avenged.

“What do I do with this one?” Harvald asked, pointing down with his waraxe.

The dwarf was standing over the clerk, who was bleeding badly from the arrow wound.

“No, don’t kill me. I will show you where the gold is!” the man pleaded.

“What gold?” I asked.

“Skeg’s treasury! The gold he pays his men with!” the clerk cried.

“You’re not trying to trick us, are ye?” Harvald said as he sheathed his waraxe and then grabbed the arrow that was sticking out of the man’s shoulder. He began twisting it slowly.

The man cried out in pain.

“No, I swear! I will not betray you!” the man panted.

“Where is his treasury?” I asked.

“In his bedroom, upstairs,” the clerk said.

“Help him up Harvald,” I said.

“I’d love too, but I think my arm is broken,” the dwarf said with a laugh.

Harvald twisted his shield so I could see his arm. Skeg’s sword had dented the shield right where Harvald’s forearm passed through the shield’s grips.

“Damn, one moment.” I said.

I helped him take off the shield. Then I stepped behind the clerk so he couldn’t see what I was doing. I opened up Nikita’s storage and pulled out a bottle of healing potion.

I had Harvald drink all of it. He let out a long sigh and flexed his hand once he had downed it.

“It feels better already. I’m going to have to get this shield repaired,” he added as he slung his shield onto his back.

I helped the clerk get to his feet.

“You will need the key. Skeg wears it on a chain around his neck,” the clerk said as he nodded towards Skegs body.

“I will see if he has any loot while I am at it,” Harvald said as he knelt down and searched Skeg’s body.

“The only other thing I found on him was a gold ring with a large ruby,” Harvald said as he stood up.

“Which way?” I asked the clerk.

“Down the hallway and take a right. At the end of the hallway, you will see a set of stairs to your right,” the clerk replied.

I quickly grabbed my bow as Harvald grasped the clerk’s arm. As we reached the central hall, I heard pounding coming from our left. Skeg’s men were trying to break down the door we had barred. We hurried down the hall and reached the stairs. Climbing up to the next floor, the clerk guided us to a large, opulently furnished bedroom.

“You promise not to kill me?” he said.

“I give you my word?” I said as I sat him down on a chair.

“The chest is in that closet, under a pile of blankets,” I opened the closet and tossed the blankets aside as Harvald watched the clerk. A stout wooden box rested on the floor of the closet.

I used the key and opened it up. The chest was filled with pouches of gold coins. I tried moving the chest. Even with my strength I could barely budge it.

I stood up and walked over to the bed. I used my dagger to cut strips of cloth from the bedding. I used the cloth to tie the clerk to the chair. Then I blindfolded and gagged him.

“Harvald, help me a moment” I said as I opened the ring’s storage.

With the dwarf’s help, we quickly scooped up the coin pouches and tossed them into the storage area. I figured we could sort them out later.

“When Skeg’s men find you, tell them that assassins from the Earl of Wenden have killed Skeg and stolen all the treasury. There is no money to pay anyone,” I said, and the clerk nodded.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. We ran out of the room and down the stairs as we made our way down to the second floor. I could hear Skeg’s men still pounding on the barricaded doors. We sprinted down the hall and turned right as we made our way to the upper kitchen. I heard the doors splintering behind us as Skeg’s men finally broke through the doors.

“Hopefully there is no one in the downstairs kitchen,” I said as we hurried down the steps.

The downstairs kitchen was empty. The back door that led to the refuse area was locked by a wooden bar. I lifted it up and we made our way out, closing the door behind us. We made our way to the stables and climbed up a ladder to the hay loft. The horses below us shuffled their feet and snorted nervously.

“Skeg’s men will probably kill that clerk in anger when they find out all the gold is gone,” Harvald whispered once we had laid down and thrown some hay over us as concealment.

I shrugged. There was nothing I could do about that. I just hoped that the girls had gotten away safely after they had started the fires or whatever other diversion they had used.


Chapter Forty-Two


Over the next few hours, we heard shouting and yelling come from the castle and the surrounding areas. At one point, a pair of soldiers ran into the stable, checked on the horses and then hurried out again. Eventually the activity died down and all was quiet again. Harvald and I took turns taking naps.

In the morning, a group of soldiers came into the stable and readied the horses and mules for travel. They led the animals out and we could hear shouting and the sounds of activity again. The noise was different this time. The activity sounded deliberate and organized rather than the frantic yelling we had heard during the night.

After a couple of hours, the noise faded away. It sounded like Skeg’s men had left our vicinity. Harvald and I carefully made our way down the ladder and out of the stable. The castle seemed deserted.

We hurried towards the town’s gate. As we neared the main street, I held up my hand and motioned for Harvald to wait. I peeked around the corner of the building we had stopped next to.

I saw a procession of Skeg’s guards marching through the open gates of the town. Captain Henry and a few of the soldiers were riding horses. The rest were walking with some of them leading horses and a few mules. The animals were heavily laden with packs.

Once the last of them had disappeared through the gate, Harvald and I ran to the gatehouse and climbed up to the battlements. We peeked over the parapet.

“Looks like they looted the castle and are heading out,” Harvald said as we watched them.

There seemed to be about thirty men with the captain. All were in Skeg’s colors. I didn’t see any of the sash wearing conscripts.

“Do you think they are heading to meet their other men laying siege to the Tower?” Harvald asked.

“I don’t think so. They are not bringing the siege equipment with them. They have no money to pay the men. They might be leaving the country altogether. They might be heading back to Skeg’s castle. Maybe Captain Henry will declare himself the new Baron?” I speculated.

We watched as Skeg’s soldiers reached the main road. They took the fork heading northeastwards, back towards Skeg’s lands. As they disappeared into the distance I stood up and looked at Breakhold. I could see the people of the town had gathered in little groups as they wondered what had happened.

“Look!” Harvald said and pointed to the west.

I could see two figures running towards the castle. It was the girls.

We made our way back down to the ground level and walked out the front gate. A few minutes later, the girls reached us. Kazumi and Nikita both flung their arms around me.

“We were so worried about you!” Kazumi said and then she kissed me.

“But not about me?” Harvald said with a laugh.

They smiled at him and then they each gave him a hug.

“Yes, you too!” Kazumi said.

“Kazumi, please check his left arm. I think it was broken, but I gave him a bottle of healing potion,” I said.

Kazumi gently took hold of the dwarf’s arm and examined it.

“We saw Skeg’s men leaving but we didn’t see Skeg in his red and black armor. We hoped you had killed him!” Nikita said as her eyes searched my face.

“Your uncle has been avenged,” I said to her.

Emotions played over Nikita’s face. Tears welled up in her eyes as she all but collapsed into my arms.

“Oh Val, I can’t tell you what a relief this is. I have been carrying this burden for months,” she said as she clung to me.

“His arm is healing nicely. The potion did its job, I don’t need to do anything more,” Kazumi said as she let go of Harvald’s arm.

Nikita stood up straight and wiped her eyes. I took off the storage ring and handed it back to her.

“See... the ring, Harvald and me are all safe,” I said with a smile as she slipped the ring back on her finger. Nikita gave me a half smile and nodded her head.

I looked towards the direction Skeg’s men had taken and then towards the road heading towards Wenden.

“It is not finished yet. Skeg is dead, but his men are still laying siege to your cousin’s lands,” I said gravely.

“But I saw Skeg’s men heading northeast, not northwest,” Kazumi said as she looked towards the roads.

“These men, yes. They are either heading back to Skeg’s lands or leaving Breakhold lands entirely. But we still have the others to worry about,” I said.

“Why do they not join the men laying siege to Wenden,” Nikita wondered.

“Because their ruler is dead,” I said.

“They left because we stole Skeg’s treasury and there is no money left to pay them!” the dwarf added with a hearty laugh.

“What!” Nikita said in surprise.

I heard shouting behind us. A crowd of people had gathered near the city gate.

“Nikita! Look! It’s Nikita!” someone cried out.

“Nikita has returned!” someone else yelled.

“My uncle has been avenged! Skeg is dead!” Nikita yelled to them.

The crowd stood in stunned silence for a moment before erupting in a ragged cheer.

Nikita led us inside the gate and the people rushed to hug her.

“Close the gates. Just because Skeg is dead, does not mean that some of his men won’t seek retribution,” Nikita said to the crowd.

We spent the next few hours organizing a defense for the town. The former conscripts became a temporary town watch and manned the gatehouse. A group of angry citizens cut off Skeg’s head and mounted it on a pike over the town gates.

They tore down the Skeg’s banners and replaced them with the old banners of Breakhold.

“What are we going to do about Skeg’s men at Wenden?” Nikita asked as we ate lunch in the castle.

I considered the possibilities.

“My guess is that the soldiers at the siege will send a messenger back here soon, once they realize that they have not heard anything from Skeg,” I said.

The others nodded.

“I think there is a good chance the army will dissolve once they learn of Skeg’s death. With no one to pay them...” I smiled as an idea crossed my mind.

“We will tell them that Skeg is dead, and Captain Henry has left with the treasury. If they are worried about pay, I don’t think they will risk their lives for a lost cause,” I explained.

“Do you think they will believe the story?” Kazumi asked.

“They will see Skeg’s head on a pike. The old banners are flying over Breakhold. Even if they don’t fully believe the story, it will sow doubts among them. And with Skeg dead there is no reason for them to continue the siege, especially without the siege equipment we have here.” I replied.

“I like it! You’re a shrewd one, Val,” Harvald said and clapped my shoulder.
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“Two riders from the northwest approaching!” a guard said as he ran to the castle to let us know. Three days had passed since we had retaken Breakhold.

We gathered the townsfolk and made our way to the walls. All the able-bodied citizens had weapons and makeshift armor. I didn’t expect them to be of much use in a battle, but I hoped that the sheer number of them would deter an attack.

I climbed to the gatehouse battlements with my team. The riders slowed as they approached the gate. They wore the red and black tunics of Skeg’s army. They looked up in surprise at the old banners flying over the walls.

“Where is Earl Skeg?” One of them called up to us as they stopped in front of the gates.

“The traitorous dog is dead and my uncle the true Earl of Breakhold is avenged!” Nikita yelled down at them.

She removed the pike holding Skegs head and tossed it down at the riders. The pike landed in the dirt at their feet, causing their horses to shuffle nervously.

One of the riders dismounted and went over to the head. He looked at the head and said something quietly to the other rider.

“My uncle the Duke of Buckwald is sending even more men here to lift the siege of Wenden. Begone from my lands or you will be slaughtered like Skeg,” Nikita yelled down angrily.

“Where is Captain Henry?” the rider asked.

“The coward ran away with the treasury instead of helping Skeg!” I said to them.

The riders spoke quietly to each other. The one holding the pike dropped it to the ground and remounted. The riders wheeled their horses around and sped off in the direction they had come from.

“You didn’t tell me the Duke of Buckwald was your uncle,” I said as I looked at Nikita.

“He isn’t. But they don’t know that,” Nikita said as she looked at the riders disappearing in the distance.

Harvald and I chuckled at her ingenuity.

Things were quiet for the next week. We watched from the walls as everyone took their turns in case Skeg’s men from the siege or Captain Henry returned.
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“Riders approaching!” came the cry on the seventh day.

We waited on the wall as a group of about twenty riders approached. One of them had a spear with a yellow pennant bearing a green circle.

“Those are the colors of Wenden!” Nikita said excitedly.

“Let’s make sure it’s not a ruse,” I reminded her.

“Yes, you are right,” she agreed.

The riders approached cautiously. The leader shouted up to us.

“Where is Skeg?” he yelled.

“Dead!” Nikita answered.

The riders looked at each other.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Nikita, niece of the late Earl and cousin of Lady Elise,” Nikita answered.

“Lady Elise’s cousin! She feared that all her family had been killed by Skeg! She will be happy to hear you survived,” the rider replied.

“How did you get past the siege?” I asked.

“Skeg’s men withdrew a few days ago,” the leader replied.

“Do you know where they went?” I asked.

“We have scouts tracking them,” the man replied.

I nodded. It was a relief to hear that the siege had been lifted.

“May we enter the city?” the leader asked.

“I don’t know you and we cannot afford to trust strangers. Send my cousin or her husband and I will open the gates to them,” Nikita said.

“Very well. I shall tell the Earl your message. I’m sure one of them will arrive as soon as possible," the rider said, and they departed back to the northwest.

Five days later a party of about forty riders approached with yellow and green banners flying.

“Nikita, thank the gods you are alive!” a woman riding near the front of the column yelled up as they stopped in front of the gate.

“Elise! I am relieved to see you,” Nikita replied.

“Open the gates,” I yelled down to our temporary guards.


Chapter Forty-Three


Elise’s soldiers took over the town’s defenses, freeing up the citizens of Breakhold so they could begin making repairs. A few days later Elise’s husband, Jon, arrived. He had traveled to Kazumi’s town of Gladbrook and hired elven mercenaries to augment Wenden’s troops.

Scouts reported that Skeg’s men had abandoned the village of Culham. The villagers had torn down Skeg’s banners once the scouts had told them the news of Skeg’s demise.

One of the scouts that had been following the soldiers who had laid siege to Wenden returned from Linburg. Captain Henry had declared himself the new Baron of Linburg and told the townsfolk they were now an independent city.

Skeg’s soldiers who had been at Wenden demanded that Henry share the gold he had brought from Breakhold. They didn’t believe him when he said that there was no gold and a skirmish had broken out. Henry had holed up in the town’s keep and the soldiers who had come from Wenden’s siege eventually abandoned the town.

They had tossed aside their red and black tunics and broken up into small groups, travelling in different directions. The scout estimated that Henry only had about 25 soldiers with him in the keep.

After the scout had given his report, we held a strategy meeting with Elise, her husband Jon, and Captain Carl, who oversaw their soldiers.

“Even if we leave a decent force here to defend Breakhold, we will be able to march on Linburg with one hundred and ten men. And we have Skeg’s siege equipment, should we need it,” Jon said.

“I have seen the keep. It is a formidable building. We will take heavy losses if we assault it,” Captain Carl cautioned.

“Skeg is dead, and your father is avenged. Is it necessary to risk more lives to capture Linburg?” I asked.

“Linburg is rightfully Breakhold territory. I can’t leave that traitor, Captain Henry alive. He will always be a threat to my family,” Elise replied.

“My wife is now the Countess of Breakhold, and Breakhold will now be a part of Wenden. My father would want us to capture Linburg,” Jon added.

“I agree. I will not be satisfied until that traitor is killed and Linburg has been cleansed of Skeg’s influence,” Nikita said, her brown eyes flashed with anger.

“Very well. We will accompany you to Linburg,” I said to Nikita.

Nikita shook her head.

“Val, you and Harvald have done more than enough. Skeg is dead. I can’t ask anymore of you,” Nikita said with a frown.

“I promised you that I would help you avenge your uncle. I will stick with you,” I said and gave her a smile.

“As will I,” Harvald added with a nod.

“Thank you,” Nikita said as she tried to keep her face emotionless.

“I’m coming too!” Kazumi added with a little laugh.

That brought a smile to Nikita’s face.

“I would certainly hope so,” she said and gave the elf a hug.
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The stone walls of the town gleamed in the late morning sun. A soldier with a white rag on a stick approached our little army as we lined up a short distance from the gates of Linburg. It had taken us seven days to march here, our progress hindered by the siege engines we brought with us. There were no horses to spare, so my team had ridden with the wagons pulling the siege engines.

“What do you want?” Elise asked as the man stopped a few yards from us. He was wearing a red and black tunic over his armor.

“Baron Henry wishes to discuss terms with you,” the man said.

“Baron Henry is it? What does that traitor want?” Elise sneered at the man.

“Baron Henry will turn over Linburg to you in exchange for safe passage for him and his men,” the man replied.

I was surprised at what the man said. Henry must have realized that resistance was futile since we brought siege equipment with us. This gave him a chance to escape alive.

Elise glanced at her husband. He leaned over and whispered something in her ear.

“Very well. I accept Captain Henry’s offer with one condition. He and his men will leave on foot with only their gear. They may not take any horses. He has half an hour to leave,” the Countess said coldly.

The soldier nodded. He turned and started jogging back to the town. Elise motioned Captain Carl over and she spoke to him quietly.

A short time later, Captain Henry and eight men marched out of the town gate and approached us. I was surprised that there were so few men with him. No wonder he gave up the town without a fight.

They stopped about twenty yards in front of us. Captain Henry’s eyes widened when he saw Harvald and I standing near Elise and her husband.

“You! You are the assassins!” Captain Henry spat out angrily.

I didn’t respond.

“Where are the rest of your men?” the Countess asked.

“The cowards snuck away when they saw your forces approaching,” Henry said angrily.

Elise regarded him quietly for a long moment.

“Archers!” she commanded loudly.

Twenty elven archers stepped forward and quickly drew their bows, arrows pointed at Captain Henry and his men.

The captain and his men drew their swords, their faces a mixture of shock and anger.

“You promised us safe passage!” Henry screamed at Elise.

“Your men will be allowed to leave. Your life is forfeited,” Elise replied coldly. I could see relief come over the faces of Henry’s soldiers.

“You lied!” Henry snarled, his face red and his body trembling with rage.

“I betray you like you betrayed my father!” Elise said.

“Aaargh!” Henry yelled and charged towards her.

“Execute the traitor,” Elise commanded, and twenty arrows flew towards the captain.

At that close range, most of the arrows penetrated his chainmail. He was knocked backwards, and he hit the ground with a thud.

The eight soldiers stood there with their mouths agape as they stared at Henry’s dead body.

“Leave my lands before I change my mind,” the Countess said.

“Now!” she added angrily.

The eight soldiers took off at a run, heading towards the woods to the northwest. Elise dismounted and walked over to Nikita.

“Your father is avenged,” Nikita said as tears welled up in both of their eyes. The cousins embraced in a long hug.
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I climbed the Linburg town walls as the sun dipped low on the horizon. Nikita was on the battlements, staring off into the distance. I walked over and stood next to her, watching the sun begin to dip beyond the distant hills.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“I think so,” Nikita said after a few moments.

“It’s done. Your uncle can rest peacefully,” I said.

“You have achieved what you set out to do,” I added, when she didn’t say anything. I laid my hand on her shoulder. I could feel her trembling with pent up emotion.

Nikita glanced at my hand then she gave me a trembling smile. I pulled her into a hug. She hesitated for a moment and then she wrapped her arms around me, resting her head on my shoulder.

I could feel her body shake as she began to cry. I held her close, letting her get her emotions out.

“I miss my parents sometimes, even though it’s been many years,” she whispered.

“And now my uncle is gone,” she added softly.

“Your parents and your uncle would be proud of what you have become and what you have achieved,” I said to her.

“I’m so tired,” she whispered.

“Let’s get you back to your room. It’s been a long journey,” I said as I took her by the hand and led her back to the Blue Dragon Inn.

Elise and her husband didn’t trust the keep, worried that Captain Henry may have left traps for them. Until their men had finished examining the keep, the Countess had taken over the local inn and provided a pair of rooms for my team.

Even though it was early in the evening, I helped Nikita get into her bed. She looked exhausted. As I turned to leave, her hand reached out and grasped my wrist.

“I hope you don’t think I am weak,” she said as she looked up at me.

“Of course not. You have earned some rest,” I said.

“Kazumi and I plan on going with you to Arrapa,” she said as her eyes burned with emotion.

I nodded. Then I leaned down and gave her a kiss on her forehead.

“Get some sleep,” I said with a wink.

She nodded and I headed downstairs to the inn’s great room. Harvald and Kazumi were sitting at a table quietly drinking their ale.

“Did you find her?” Kazumi asked worriedly.

“Yes. She was on the town wall, staring out into the distance,” I said.

“Is she still there?” Kazumi asked.

“No. I brought Nikita back to your room. She is resting. She is exhausted,” I explained.

“That girl has been carrying a heavy burden,” Harvald said as he nodded his head.

“She has been keeping her stress and emotions bottled up inside of her,” Kazumi added.

“I hope she can put it all behind her now,” I said.

We sat and spoke for the next hour, discussing our next move. We needed to get to Arrapa so we could work on the Gypsy Queen’s quest.

“Arrapa is a long journey from Breakhold,” Kazumi explained.

I ordered another round for us as we considered possible options for the next leg of our journey. Then we sat quietly for a time, sipping our beers.

“I should go check on Nikita,” Kazumi said as she downed the last of her ale.

Harvald and I nodded, and the elf headed upstairs. I sat with Harvald for a bit and then I stood up.

“Are you staying for another round?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. Harvald enjoyed staying up late and drinking in the inns when he had a chance.

“Aye. I will go over and speak to those two dwarves. I wonder if they are from Dunkiln?” Harvald said as he stood up and walked over to the table where the dwarves were sitting. I just grinned and headed up stairs and got ready for bed.

I lay down on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. I was thinking about how my life had been a non-stop adventure since I had awoken in the temple in Kidochu.

I pulled up my status screen and reviewed my progress.

Status

Health: 125/125

Mana: 75/75

Stamina: 125/125

Level: 6

Experience: 1233

Points to next level: 567

Attack: 20 (33)

(Hawkblade +13)

(Iron Dagger + 4)

(Standard Bow +6)

(Iron Arrow +8)

Defense: 20 (102)

(Steel Armor +40)

(Steel Helmet +17)

(Steel Gauntlets +14)

(Scaled Lined Boots +9)

(Tunic +1)

(Leggings +1)

I flipped to my stats screen.

Stats

Strength 17

Constitution 17

Dexterity 17

Wisdom 15

Intelligence 15

Charisma 15

I looked at my first page next.

Name: Valerian Hawkblade

Race: Human

Class: ...

Level: 6

Element: ...

I was pleased with my progress and growth. But I did wonder about my class and element not showing anything.

On the bright side, thanks to Skeg’s treasury, we now had plenty of gold that we could use to upgrade our gear again. There had been over 6,000 gold coins in the pouches. We decided that we would wait until we reached one of the larger towns in order to have a better selection of gear to choose from.

I pulled up my Quest Screen.

Quests

Queen Amarilla’s Quest

Retrieve the Censer of Tivetta

Quest Team Members

Harvald Gemheart

(add team members)

Bonded Team Members

Kazumi of Gladbrook

Nikita of Breakhold

(add bonded team members)

I only had one quest active. I had a feeling that this quest was going to prove quite challenging. Hopefully the reward for completing it would be generous.

Once we located and recovered the Censer of Tivetta, we would have to track down the gypsy carnival in order to complete the quest and receive our reward.

I heard the door to my room open softly. I glanced over, expecting to see Harvald. I was surprised to see Kazumi standing there. I got out of bed and walked over to her.

“Is something wrong with Nikita?” I asked in concern.

Kazumi gave me a smile.

“She is sleeping soundly,” she said as she reached out her hand and caressed my cheek.

“I love how much you care about us,” she added.

“We are a team. Of course, I worry about you,” I replied.

Kazumi undid her cloak and let it slide to the floor. She was gloriously naked under it.

“I was hoping we could finally spend some time together,” she said as her blue eyes sparkled in the lantern light.

“I would like that very much,” I grinned and pulled her into a kiss, my hands caressing the smooth curves of her beautiful body.

I picked her up and gently laid her down on my bed. Tossing off my clothes, I stretched out beside her. I caressed her cheek with my hand as I leaned down and kissed her soft lips.

Thoughts of gypsy carnivals and dangerous quests would have to wait until tomorrow. Kazumi had a very delicious pair of lips that I needed to focus on right now.


Chapter Forty-Four


Dreams... Troubled Dreams...

I skidded to a halt as I reached a clearing in the forest. In front of me stood the giant monkey. He was dressed in the same colorful clothes and belled hat as before. Blindfolded, he was juggling giant fruit as he stood astride a swiftly moving stream.

The noise of his bell tingling mixed with the sound of rushing water soothed me and I stood there watching in amazement. Suddenly the monkey reached a hand out and I was swept up with the giant fruit as my body tumbled from one of his hands to the other.

A moment later, I was tossed into the air as I joined the circle of fruits that the monkey was juggling. Around and around, I tumbled from his right hand to his left, into the air and then back to his right hand. Over and over again.

The monkey laughed and it both thrilled and frightened me as I tumbled through the air. One by one, the monkey sent the fruits flying away over the forest. Then it was my turn and my body sailed into the sky, flying higher and higher in a gently ascending curve.

As I flew, I saw forests and mountains underneath me. I passed over farms and towns and cities. My flight peaked over the ocean as I sailed above the waters.

My body began its slow descent as I flew lower, passing over islands and beaches. I saw more towns and great herds of beasts moving across great plains. As I flew even lower, a great city appeared in the distance.

As I neared, I saw its tall grey walls and sturdy grey buildings. I flew lower, passing its square temples crowded with grey hooded people bustling about.

In the center of the city was a massive stone temple, square and plain. A tall statue of a hooded figure topped the temple. The statue held a short sword in its hand, its blade horizontal.

Across the sword's blade was draped a golden chain. The chain hung down on either side where it attached to a pair of golden plates like a balance scale.

My body barely cleared the statue’s hooded head as I flew over it. I looked ahead to see where I would land.

Suddenly, the monkey sprang from the ground. He was growing incredibly large at a rapid rate. I was heading straight for him.

The giant monkey opened his mouth, and I flew straight in, disappearing into the darkness.

I sat up in bed, breathing rapidly. For a moment I wasn’t sure where I was. As my eyes adjusted to the dim lantern light, I realized I was in my bed at the Blue Dragon Inn.

Kazumi was lying next to me, sleeping soundly.

I took a deep breath and lay back down. I wondered what these strange dreams meant.

I could remember nothing before I had awoken in the Temple of the Trickster God in Kidochu.

Was the god sending me some kind of message, I wondered? Or was it just a product of my imagination? I had no answer and slowly fell back asleep.

Thank you for reading!

Look for Val and his Quest Team’s adventures to continue in "Quest Master: Book 2"!

(And don’t forget to check out my Alex Khan Series!

Book 1 is titled - "Flame Dancer")

THE END
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